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ABSTRACT
Aesthetic Redemption: Psychedelia, Film, and Walter Benjamin’s Sensory Revolution
by
Alexander C. Redlins
Advisor: Jack Jacobs

This inquiry examines the ways in which the psychedelic nature of film, as posited by Walter Benjamin, has
the potential to precipitate class consciousness and lead to humanity’s emancipation from anaesthetizing
capitalist forces. We first explore Benjamin’s relationship to, and understanding of, Marxist thought with a
particular focus on György Lukács’ theory of reification and Marx’s fetish character of the commodity which
Benjamin ultimately believes lead to an erosion of the human sensorium and the destruction of human
nature. As such, we explore Benjamin’s revolutionary aesthetic theory which seeks the reversal of these
erosive capitalist forces and the redemption of the human sensory system. It is through this aesthetic
redemption that Benjamin posits the transcendence of the capitalist mode of production. This inquiry
explores what appears to be the source of Benjamin’s redemptive aesthetic theory – the psychedelic drug
experience – and traces it to the apex of Benjaminian thought whereby the work of art, with a particular
focus on artistic form, is viewed as the primary source for humanity’s redemption. Though largely
overshadowed by Theodor Adorno’s theory of the culture industry, we conclude that Walter Benjamin’s
revolutionary redemptive aesthetic theory is just as valid today as when it was produced in the first half of
the twentieth century. That being said, the artistic form which revolutionary art must utilize in order to be
endowed with the “correct” political tendency appears to be radically different today than it was at the
moment of Benjamin’s untimely death in 1940 due to the incessant march of technology in the years since.
The final section of this inquiry explores the modern artistic forms which, in the Benjaminian sense,
revolutionary forces ought to utilize in order to drive back the continued degradation of the human
sensorium and redeem humanity thereby opening the possibility for the transcendence of the capitalist
mode of production.
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Introduction
Walter Benjamin, the foremost literary critic of the 20th century, prominent aesthetician, and leading Marxist
philosopher has been analyzed and critiqued immensely (with more than 3000 publications regarding his
work1) since his suicide on the on the Spanish border, fleeing the Gestapo, in 1940. 2 Born in Berlin
in 1892 he lived a relatively comfortable life within the bourgeois social class which, though always
cognizant of this privilege, would play an important role in his writings and politics. His early academic
focus was largely confined to literary criticism and the philosophy of language, rooted in Jewish mysticism,
with his dissertation on “The Concept of Art Criticism in German Romanticism” and later
his “failed” Habilitationsschrift on the Origin of the German Trauerspiel in 1925. The University of Frankfurt
would urge Benjamin to withdraw his “disastrous” dissertation so that he might spare both himself and the
university the embarrassment of a formal rejection of his “incomprehensible” work. Despite such harsh
criticism, the faculty made few remarks on the work itself and aimed most of their complaints at what they
saw as the “instability” of Benjamin’s mental state. Benjamin would regrettably withdraw his dissertation
under the weight of such pressure. Despite his failure to habilitate, his Origin of the German Trauerspiel is
now considered one of the greatest contributions to literary criticism ever composed.3 It is here, in the Origin
of the German Trauerspiel, that Benjamin develops his method that Richard Wolin terms “redemptive
criticism”4 which ultimately leads to a Benjaminian theory of aesthetic redemption as the title of Wolin’s
book indicates.
Redemption, for Benjamin at least, has a start in the Kabbalist tradition with the invocation of two
myths: the Tree of Life and the Tree of Knowledge. The Tree of Life governs the utopian realm before the
fall from the grace of God and the Tree of Knowledge represents the exile, or separation, from the utopian
(or good) realm.5 Thus, “for the Kabbalistic idea of redemption, origin is goal; that is the return to the
condition of universal harmony represented by the tree of life….” 6 This return to origin is not necessarily a
regression in the sense that there will be a re-establishment of the original state of things but rather “a

Thompson, “From Rausch to Rebellion”; p 4.
Eiland & Jennings, Walter Benjamin: A Critical Life; pp 18-20, 668-676.
Ibid. pp 231-234.
4
Wolin, Walter Benjamin: Aesthetics of Redemption; preface, xiii.
5
Ibid. pp 37-38.
6
Ibid. p 38.
1
2
3
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return to a content merely implicit in the original paradisiacal state, whose ultimate, eschatological meaning
will only unfold after the profane realm of history has been surmounted and the will of the Messiah realized.” 7
A return to origin can only take place when the “‘natural,’ earthbound life…” of man is overcome; it is only
through death that this can happen.8 The Kabbalists believed that language was the “divine substance of
reality” which presented itself through holy scripture.9 In a sense, Benjamin sought to secularize and
reinterpret this idea by transcending holy scripture and extending it to “literary works of art” as “legitimate
objects of the exegetical quest for the key to redemption”10 and later would extend this secularized concept
to works of art more generally and film in particular. It is thus the task of the critic to redeem a work of art
but, as redemption can only be achieved through death, Benjamin establishes that “criticism is the
mortification of works.”11
But what does the “mortification of works,” this putting to death, mean? What does it achieve? To
start, Benjamin identifies a work of art as having both a “material content” and a “truth content.” At the time
of a work of art’s construction, the material content and the truth content are largely the same though the
truth content remains hidden behind the artwork’s material content. However, historical time pulls these two
“contents” further and further away from one another.12 It is the critic’s role to take the material content of a
work through to its death – in Benjamin’s nihilistic sense, to give the material content a final push to catalyze
its death13 – and in so doing the material content is “mediated to the point where its ‘truth content’… bursts
forth and its link to the realm of redeemed life is thereby revealed.” 14 In essence, the material content of a
work is bound by the historical moment of its creation – a fleeting moment that can only be read from other
moments – and is interpreted as beauty. While the truth content is revealed when that fleeting historical
moment is transcended and the mask of beauty, which serves to hide the truth content, is shed “in order to
reveal something suprahistorical: an image of truth.” 15 This is Benjamin’s metaphysical theory of aesthetic
redemption; that the death of a work of art’s materialist interpretation, as the task of the critic, reveals the

7

Ibid. p 39.
Ibid. p 52.
Ibid. pp 40-41.
10
Ibid. p 43.
11
Benjamin, Origin of the German Trauerspiel; p 193.
12
Wolin, AR; p 30.
13
Ibid. p xxvi.
14
Ibid. p 30.
15
Ibid. p 30.
8
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2

transhistorical truth in a work of art. In the Origin of the German Trauerspiel, “The Concept of Art Criticism
in German Romanticism,” as well as many of his other works, Benjamin constructs a method of literary
criticism which he in turn applies to the German Baroque “tragic drama.” Later in his life, this method of
criticism, which looks to reveal a piece’s “truth content” will be expanded to art more generally including the
surrealist movement, epic theater and, most famously, film.
Benjamin not only applies his theory of redemption to art but, in 1924 when he begins a move away
from literary criticism and metaphysics and towards a radical Marxist communism and historical
materialism, he will bring his theory of redemption with him to a point where aesthetics breaks the bounds
of mere art and reaches for the redemption of humanity generally. The key to Benjamin’s theory of
redemption is contained in this idea that an object must pass through “death” so that the “truth” contained
within it can be revealed. “Only an ‘annihilating criticism,’ one that intimately transforms its object and,
through mortification of the obsolete historical, turns into an origin – only such philosophical deconstruction
of the function of form, stripping away the glitter – will find its way to truth.16 This holds true for Benjamin
not only in the realm of art, but for the redemption of politics, and the redemption of humanity generally. For
politics to be redeemed, capitalism must die. It is through this death, and only through this death that the
pain and suffering of the capitalist mode of production can be atoned for and the politics of humanity can
be redeemed. As such, it is with the proletariat that the system must receive its final nudge at the precise
moment when the system’s demise is inevitable in order for it to be redeemed. To achieve this, the class
consciousness of the proletariat must have been achieved so that they are capable of the action necessary
to redeem politics. That being said, humanity at large must first be redeemed before the redemption of
politics could ever manifest and bring about the change which Benjamin had hoped for. Humanity’s
reification, which is precipitated by the capitalist mode of production, has reached such intense levels under
modernity that the subject has lost all semblance of their humanity. How then is humanity redeemed?
According to Benjamin and the Kabbalists, through mortification. As already mentioned, “according to
Benjamin, the sphere of natural life where mythical forces hold sway can be surmounted only through death.
Death represents the overcoming of man’s ‘natural,’ earth-bound life, and his elevation to a state of

16

Eiland & Jennings, WB:CL; p 168.
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communion with divine life.”17 As Benjamin himself puts it in the Origin of the German Trauerspiel, “fate
rolls toward death. Death is not punishment, but expiation, an expression of the subjection of guilty life to
the law of natural life.”18 However, in the Kabbalist tradition, and thus in Benjamin’s own work, death is not
final. “Resurrection is the link between the finitude of this life, represented by death, and the eternal life of
the realm of redemption.”19 Additionally, the mythical forces of natural life which Benjamin feels must be
surmounted for humanity to be redeemed, are saturated with this idea of humanity’s “eternal repetition” of
catastrophe.20 In his final work, “On the Concept of History,” Benjamin posits history, not as progress, but
as “one single catastrophe” which “keeps piling wreckage upon wreckage.” 21 This is only accelerated in
modernity with technical innovation which, as we will explore, “shocks” the human sensory system and, in
an effort to cope with these traumatic events, this system anaesthetizes the sensory reception of the subject
ensuring consciousness does not register these shock experiences. 22 A byproduct of the anaesthetization
of our sensory system is 1) a loss of human experience generally, and 2) a deficiency in memory designed
to block traumatic experience. Thus, redemption for humanity as a whole becomes the redemption on the
individual level of memory and experience which allows for humanity as a collective to break the eternal
repetition of catastrophe. “Man stands under the domination of mythical fate when his powers of
remembrance fail him: that is, he is condemned to repeat.” 23 As such, only passing through death, for
Benjamin, can humanity be redeemed so that we may not only transcend our current reality, but ensure
that we do not repeat the previous nightmare from once we came.
In sum, for Benjamin the redemption of art presupposes aesthetic 24 redemption – the latter being
his revolutionary theory – which in turn presupposes political redemption. It is precisely this symphony of
necessary redemptive movements that this inquiry aims to understand. I contend that Walter Benjamin puts
forward a revolutionary theory of aesthetics rooted in artistic form – initially started within the Surrealist
movement but ultimately transcending the Surrealists – which reaches its maximum potential in the “age of
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Wolin, AR; p 52.
Benjamin, Origin of the German Trauerspiel; p 130.
19
Wolin, AR; p 75.
20
Ibid. p 51.
21
Benjamin, SW V4; “On the Concept of History,” p 392.
22
See: Buck-Morss, “Aesthetics and Anaesthetics.” For more, see section 1.3 of this inquiry.
23
Wolin, AR; p 51.
24
Note that I am using the term “aesthetics” in the Greek etymological origin of the word meaning “senses.” For more on the origins
of this word, please refer to page 18 below.
18
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art’s technological reproduction” with the advent of film. I will argue that Benjamin sees the effectiveness of
film being derived from the potential “psychedelic-like” experience of this medium which parallels the
psychoactive properties of certain intoxicants – of which Benjamin was aware of and with which he
experimented – that have the ability to transport the user (or viewer, with reference to film) through a “deathlike” phenomenon that cultivates the space for humanity’s aesthetic redemption. Once art, and film in
particular, have cultivated the space for aesthetic redemption – once they have taken the reified human
psyche, the anaesthetized human sensorium, to the point of death so that it may return “to its origin,” unreified – then, and only then, can politics be redeemed through the final death of capitalism.
We will first explore how Benjamin understood the ways in which capitalism degraded the human
sensorium. In order to get there, we must first have a better understanding of Benjamin’s relationship to
Marxism, the theorists in which much of his conception of modernity is based, and the social and political
circumstances that drove his move toward political praxis. Though in many ways grounded in Lukács’ theory
of reification, Benjamin goes beyond the reduction of the subject to a mere commodity amongst
commodities, drilling into a psychoanalytic inquiry of the human sensorium’s inability to cope with the
advancement of modernity in the machine age. The subject’s constant bombardment of “shock
experiences” causes their consciousness to naturally desensitize itself to the world around it. However, the
human body’s natural ability to desensitize the subject to these shocks proves insufficient compared to the
rapidity with which modernity changes and thus the subject seeks desensitization through chemical (opium,
alcohol, etc.) or spiritual (religion and the myth of capitalism itself) means.
Only after understanding the ways in which the human sensorium is deteriorated under the
capitalist mode of production can we begin to understand how to seek its redemption. Benjamin
experienced personal sensory redemption through the use of intoxicants – namely hashish, but he
experimented with both opium and mescaline as well – whose effect on him and his philosophical thought
appears profound. Many of the concepts developed in his later works first appear in his notes on “drug”
experimentation. Though Benjamin had planned to conduct an extensive study into the hashish experience
which may have proved fruitful for bringing his far-reaching studies together, this, like so much of his work,
would never be completed before his untimely death in 1940. Consequently, we are left to conjecture about
how such a work might have looked and how it might have fit into his theories of life, philosophy, politics,
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and history. That being said, the fragmentary notes with which Benjamin left us are enough to understand
that his drug experiences were identical to the many who came before, and all those who came after him.
The second section of this inquiry will seek to better understand this chemically induced, consciousness
altering experience which humanity has sought since time immemorial. Despite the profound impact which
the experience of intoxication had on Benjamin, he recognized the dangers of mass drug experimentation
to bring about the redemption of humanity. “To be sure, Benjamin’s interest in drugs by no means
represents an unalloyed embrace of the irrational. It was not symbolist derangement of the senses that he
was after, but transformation of reason – of principle identity and the law of non-contradiction.”25 And yet,
Benjamin saw the sensory experience imbued within the drug experience as a pathway to redemption. So
how then does Benjamin reconcile this need for sensory redemption with the dangers of mass inebriation?
For this, Benjamin turns to art.
In the final section of this inquiry we will explore art as the source of mass aesthetic redemption.
We will take a look at the various mediums which Benjamin explored and, with our newfound understanding
of the chemically-induced psychedelic experience, we will be able to see how Benjamin himself reached
the conclusion that technologically reproduced art would be the revolutionary artform which might free
humanity from the oppression of the capitalist mode of production through aesthetic redemption. For
Benjamin, art’s apogee was film. However, in the more than three-quarters of a century since Benjamin’s
death, technology has advanced at a rate which Benjamin himself could have never imagined. So, finally,
we will explore how Benjamin’s theory of technology and art might play a role in aesthetic redemption today.
In the end, despite the horror with which Benjamin viewed the catastrophe of human history, and
the pessimism with which he encourages one to view the world, Benjamin’s theories are really that of hope.
He was not, by any means, optimistic that the wreckage of history could be surmounted but he looked upon
the masses with hope; the hope that one day the oppressed masses could and would reach a level of
consciousness whereby they could “pull the emergency brake” 26 of history and finally release themselves
from perpetual carnage. And he had hoped that they would do it before this wreckage led to the complete
annihilation of the world. “For every second was the small gateway in time through which the messiah might

25

26

Eiland & Jennings, WB:CL; p 298.
Benjamin, SW V4; “Paralipomena,” p 402.
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enter.”27 The question is whether or not humanity will recognize that they are their own messiah before that
gateway closes for good.

1. Capitalism and Anaesthatization
In order to understand Benjamin’s revolutionary theory of aesthetics, we must first confront Benjamin’s
relationship to Marxism, his views of the oppressive nature of capitalism, and his understanding and
definition of revolution. In what follows we will first launch an historical exploration of Benjamin’s Marxism,
elucidate his understanding of Marxist literature, and explore his conception of the capitalist mode of
production. We will then explore the posthumously published fragment, “Capitalism as Religion,” which was
originally conceived of in 1921. Finally, I will explore the oft quoted Marxist idea from the introduction to the
“Contribution to the Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right” where Marx proclaims that “[Religion] is the
opium of the people.”28 Through this movement we shall begin to see how the capitalist mode of production,
intoxicants, and aesthetics converge, for Benjamin, into both a revolutionary and a redemptive political
philosophy.

1.1 Benjamin’s Turn to Marxism
For the first thirty-two years of his life, Walter Benjamin was largely apolitical in his writings, choosing to
focus primarily on literary aesthetics and techniques while maintaining “an innate distrust of politics as a
solution for the failings of humanity.”29 This would change in the early 1920’s when politics increasingly
moved into Benjamin’s awareness as the post-World War Weimar economy was decimated by war
reparations and the young republic’s political stability began to wither. As the German state’s economic
crisis continued to deepen at the end of 1922 and into 1923, and as French and Belgium forces moved in
to occupy the Ruhr – Germany’s industrial heartland – in an attempt to seize the reparations that Germany
had fallen behind in paying, Benjamin became increasingly politically active by organizing intellectuals
against the occupation and encouraging family and friends to vocalize their opposition. 30 His turn to Marxism

27

Benjamin, SW V4; “On the Concept of History,” p 397.
Marx, Introduction to Critique of the Philosophy of Right; p 54.
29
Wolin, AR; p 13.
30
Eiland & Jennings, WB:CL; pp 180.
28
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is often cited as taking place in 1924.31 That year, sometime in early April, in an attempt to find the peace
and solitude necessary to finally finish his Trauerspiel study, Benjamin traveled to the island of Capri – a
common holiday destination for Germans. This trip to Capri would fundamentally alter Benjamin’s politics
for the rest of his life and would profoundly alter all of his future work. While on the island he happened to
make the acquaintance of Asja Lacis – with whom Benjamin would become romantically involved for a brief
period of time. Lacis, a Bolshevik theater actor, director, and later production assistant to Bertolt Brecht,
was on the island attempting to help her daughter recover from a recent respiratory infection. 32
In addition to this chance romantic encounter, Benjamin befriended both Ernst Bloch and Max
Weber while on the island. This meeting is important because this same year Bloch authored a review of
György Lukács’ recently released History and Class Consciousness. Benjamin, upon reading the review,
remarked that
these principles resonate with me or validate my own experience… I want to study Lukács’s
book as soon as possible, and I would be surprised if the foundations of my nihilism were
not to manifest themselves in the antagonistic confrontation with the concepts and
assertions of the Hegelian dialectic as directed against communism. (WB:CL, p 207)
His wish would soon be answered as Bloch would gift Benjamin a copy of History and Class Consciousness
later that year. The chapters in Lukács’ book “Class Consciousness” and “Reification and Consciousness
of the Proletariat” are fundamental for the theories which Benjamin develops in his future work. The concept
of reification33 along with historical materialism becomes the primary source of focus in nearly all of
Benjamin’s work from 1924 onward. Other concepts put forth by Lukács that appear to be incredibly
influential in Benjamin’s future work include his chapter “Class Consciousness” where he develops the idea
of the “ideological maturity” 34 of the proletariat which Benjamin applies to his theories of art as an
educational medium that reveals the true nature of the world to the working class and cultivates said
ideological maturity.

Ibid. p 206; See also: Radnóti, “Benjamin’s Politics,” p 63.
Ibid. pp 200-206.
33
Separate from, yet related to, the concept of alienation whereby the worker is estranged from the product or object of their labor,
reification is defined in History and Class Consciousness by Lukács as when “a relation between people takes on the character of a
thing and thus acquires a ‘phantom objectivity’, an autonomy that seems so strictly rational and all-embracing as to conceal every
trace of its fundamental nature: the relation between people” (p 83) and continues: “his own labor becomes something objective and
independent of him [the worker], something that controls him by virtue of an autonomy alien to man…. objectively a world of objects
and relations between things springs into being…so they confront him as invisible forces that generate their own power….
Subjectively… a man’s activity becomes estranged from himself, it turns into a commodity…. this rational mechanization extends right
into the worker’s ‘soul:’ even his psychological attributes are separated from his total personality…. The personality can do no more
than look on helplessly while its own existence is reduced to an isolated particle and fed into the alien system.”(pp 86-90)
34
Lukács, History and Class Consciousness; p 76.
31
32
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After failing to habilitate his Trauerspiel study in 1925, Benjamin was left “academically homeless;”
unable to teach in Germany. Benjamin largely lived on funds from his parents and the support of his wife
prior to 1925. However, the economic strain on his parents due to the crisis in Germany, and his parents’
increasing skepticism as to the fruitfulness of their son’s endeavors, led to a large schism in the family.
Benjamin’s father wanted his son to take up a position in a bank in order to support himself and his family
but Benjamin refused to do so; maintaining that the work on his Habilitationsschrift must continue.
Eventually the family rift became too great and funds from his parents stopped flowing.35 Benjamin’s failure
to habilitate in 1925 made his economic situation dire. It was during this period that Benjamin moved from
literary criticism to the study of a broad range of topics – cultural criticism, politics, aesthetics (including
surrealism, film, photography), among others – as he wrote for various periodicals, including the Frankfurter
Zeitung and Die literarische Welt, and took on editing and translating jobs as they became available in order
to just make subsistence. During this time, he translated Marcel Proust’s In Search of Lost Time whose
concept of involuntary memory, as we will discuss later, would prove fundamental to Benjamin’s concept
of the “aura.”36 Through the latter half of the 1920’s, Benjamin continued to become enraptured by leftist
politics. Benjamin’s brother, Georg, gifted him a set of Lenin’s collected works for his thirty-third birthday
and, during this same period, Benjamin was pondering joining the Communist Party. 37 His continued
academic homelessness and freelancing led him to travel extensively; eventually dropping in on Asja in
Moscow – naturally, without her prior knowledge. He became exceedingly spellbound by the culture and
life of the Soviet Union and wrote extensively about his experience in various works.38 This stay in Moscow
is what would eventually push Benjamin into the study of film throughout his career in the 1930’s.39 Though
mulling the idea of entering party politics out of a sense of solidarity, he was ultimately ambivalent to
parliamentary processes and viewed the party skeptically. In a letter to his friend Gershom Scholem,
Benjamin says: “‘In my view, anarchist methods are unserviceable and Communist ‘goals’ are meaningless
and non-existent. But the value of Communist action is not reduced an iota, since that action is the

35

Eiland & Jennings, WB:CL; pp 173-180.
Ibid. pp 235-236.
Ibid. p 240.
38
See “The Political Groupings of Russian Writers”, “The Present Situation on Russian Film”, and “Moscow” to name a few pieces
that came out of this period.
39
Eiland & Jennings, WB:CL; p 275.
36
37
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corrective for the goals and since meaningful political goals do not exist.’”40 It was the praxis and action that
was important to Benjamin, but the “goals” were not an end in themselves. “But while in Lukács the party
is considered the custodian of correct consciousness. Benjamin directed his gaze at the catastrophe of
progress…. He considered as his party only a party of action, destruction, or salvation, and the action had
to be of a momentary nature: he could find a home in the idea of the redeeming leap of revolution, but in
the long run no party.”41 Benjamin would ultimately never join the party.
By the end of the 1920’s, there could be no doubt as to Benjamin’s political leanings. In 1928,
Benjamin reconnected with an acquaintance that he initially met in the first half of the decade: Theodor
Adorno. Their relationship, which they called a “philosophic friendship,” would last to the very end of
Benjamin’s life – Benjamin’s last correspondence to anyone was addressed to Adorno and was dictated as
Benjamin was dying. Though presented as quite formal in nature, these two men seemed quite close to
one another and both of their intellectual projects were greatly enriched from this relationship. 42 Another
figure whom Benjamin met that same year, much to Adorno’s disapproval,43 would once again profoundly
influence Benjamin’s leftward shift; enter Bertolt Brecht. In 1929, Asja Lacis would be assigned to the Soviet
Embassy in Berlin as a Soviet film representative. As briefly mentioned above, Lacis would come to work
alongside Brecht as early as 1923. The year she moved to Berlin, she was just helping Brecht to finish his
famed piece, The Threepenny Opera, and it is through Lacis that Benjamin would meet Brecht. It was this
meeting of Benjamin and Brecht that would be tantamount to nearly all of Benjamin’s proceeding work in
the 1930’s. During this same year, Brecht would introduce Benjamin to Karl Korsch,44 from whom Brecht
was taking a course on Das Kapital. Much of Benjamin’s knowledge of Marxism would in fact be mediated
through Korsch. In Benjamin’s Passagenwerk, Karl Korsch makes up thirty-three percent of all entries to
the Konvolut on Marx45 and is cited extensively throughout the entirety of the work. Though Brecht pushed
Benjamin’s Marxist theory to new heights, it would be Benjamin’s work on aesthetics, as we will explore
further on, that would be most profoundly shaped by Brechtian principles. 46

Radnóti, “Benjamin’s Politics”; p 66.
Radnóti, “Benjamin’s Dialectic of Art and Society”; p 185.
42
Eiland & Jennings, WB:CL; p 301.
43
Adorno, et. al., Aesthetics and Politics; pp 114, 121.
44
Eiland & Jennings, WB:CL; p 323.
45
Benjamin, AP; See Konvolut X.
46
Eiland & Jennings, WB:CL; p 314-323.
40
41
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*

*

*

I have explored the historical trajectory of Benjamin’s Marxist development, but the question that
still remains is: what exactly were the key components of political theory generally, and Marxism in
particular, that drove Benjamin’s intellectual development during this period? As discussed briefly above,
the great turning point in Benjamin’s political philosophy took place in 1924 with his encounter of History
and Class Consciousness. Benjamin thought that it was no longer appropriate to remain apolitical in the
scope of the political, economic, and social conditions of the ‘20’s and became increasingly radical. Pure
theory was no longer a means by which one could exist within the “critical moment”47 of this period.
Benjamin’s reliance on Jewish mysticism in all of his work prior to 1924 is often seen as fading away and
giving rise to his political, Marxist, phase. However, Benjamin saw no disconnect between religion, or rather
mysticism, and radical politics and in fact thought that “there are only two ways: religious or political. Indeed,
the two are ultimately identical.”48 Politics was the secularized form of religion and religious action could be
transformed into political action. As mentioned earlier, Benjamin was generally ambivalent to party politics
but maintained sympathy for the Communist call to action. In the end, he never did join the Communist
party, but he never makes a public criticism of it either. “Politics…is important [to Benjamin] not as politics,
but as the adequate form of morally and philosophically decisive action.”49 It was this idea of action that will
become wholly apparent as we continue to move through his idea of revolutionary aesthetics, which is
essentially a theory of the method for precipitating revolutionary action. Even on the eve of his suicide,
Benjamin pleads for action on the part of the masses. In his “Paralipomena to ‘On the Concept of History,’”
he writes: “Marx says that revolutions are the locomotive of world history. But perhaps it is quite otherwise.
Perhaps revolutions are an attempt by the passengers on this train – namely, the human race – to activate
the emergency brake.”50 In Benjamin’s view, in his ninth thesis on the philosophy of history, history is an
endless catastrophe and revolution is the action taken to stop the continual carnage.
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The Marxist theories which Benjamin struggled with the rest of his life were largely that of reification,
historical materialism, the relation between base and superstructure, and revolutionary action. As we will
explore in the following sections, reification is considered, by Benjamin, as the primary destructive force of
capitalism that must be overcome. At its very heart, it destroys the “species-being”51 of humanity and leads
all people to a sub-human, individualistic, state; anaesthetizing all of our senses. Historical materialism, in
turn, was the endless catastrophe of the anaesthetizing process that erodes our humanity. In this form of
“self-alienation: ‘the worker produces capital; capital produces him – hence, he produces himself, and…
his human qualities exist only insofar as they exist for capital alien to him… production… produce[s] man
as a… dehumanized being.’”52 Benjamin took from Lukács the idea that this process of reification could
only lead to the necessary, and in many ways inevitable, collapse of capitalism.53 Benjamin did not believe
that the inevitable product of capitalism’s collapse would necessarily be a transcendence of the mode of
production; that was dependent on the “ideological maturity” of the proletariat and their ability to transform
that ideology into revolutionary action – a concept also derived from Lukács.54 Benjamin was staunchly
against the idea of cumulative historical progress and vehemently denied that capitalism’s collapse in and
of itself was progressive. Additionally, he did not believe that revolutionary action was the forceful overthrow
of the system at any given time but was rather the seizing of the fleeting historical moment in which
capitalism would inevitably end – either via its own destruction and the destruction of humanity, or through
the destruction by the proletariat – and thus he stressed the importance of action to bring about its
transcendence; an action whose contingency depended on the class consciousness of the proletariat 55 This
can be seen very clearly in the following passage from his book One-Way Street:56
The notion of the class war can be misleading. It does not refer to a trial of strength to
decide the question “Who shall win, who be defeated?” or to a struggle whose outcome is
good for the victor and bad for the vanquished. To think in this way is to romanticize and
obscure the facts. For whether the bourgeoisie wins or loses the fight, it remains doomed
by the inner contradictions that in the course of development will become deadly. The only
question is whether its downfall will come through itself or through the proletariat. The
continuance or the end of three thousand years of cultural development will be decided by
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the answer. History knows nothing of the evil infinity contained in the image of the two
wrestlers locked in eternal combat. The true politician reckons only in dates. And if the
abolition of the bourgeoisie is not completed by an almost calculable moment in economic
and technical development (a moment signaled by inflation and poison-gas warfare), all is
lost. Before the spark reaches the dynamite, the lighted fuse must be cut. (OWS, pp 469470)
The question, however, still remains: how does the proletariat gain the requisite education and
consciousness necessary to 1) recognize the historical moment in which capitalism’s inevitable demise is
eminent and must be overthrown and 2) have recognition of class solidarity in which systemic action of the
masses can bring about the transcendence of capitalism and not a regression into barbarity? Benjamin’s
answer would be the synaesthetic reclamation of the masses – a reversal of the reifying properties of the
capitalist mode of production – and education through antagonist forms of art presented through the
ideological superstructure. Before we can explore the emergence of revolutionary consciousness, we must
take a closer look at how the capitalist mode of production erodes the human synaesthetic system in order
to destroy our humanity and in turn create a mere object; a mere tool of the capitalist system.

1.2 Capitalism as Religion57
As discussed at extensive length above, Benjamin’s officially recognized turn to Marxism, especially in the
form of political action, took place in 1924. However, as early as 1921 Benjamin began dealing with Marxism
and politics, at least on a philosophical level, with his “Critique of Violence” written and published that year
as well as a fragmentary outline for a work unpublished in his lifetime titled “Capitalism as Religion.” I
consider this latter piece to be one of the most important works that Benjamin composed despite it being a
mere fragment, only three pages long, that was never completed. Though it seems to invoke the Weberian
insight of the religious nature of the capitalist work ethic, Eiland and Jennings note that “it [“Capitalism as
Religion”] is significant that, as early as 1921, Benjamin grounds his argument not in Weber, or indeed in
scientific Marxism, but instead in Marx’s analysis of the fetish character of the capitalist commodity in
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Capital.”58 I think it is best to quote Marx’s chapter on the fetish character of the commodity at length in
order to better understand how Benjamin is constructing his argument:
The mystical character of commodities does not originate, therefore, in their use-value….
A commodity is… a mysterious thing, simply because in it the social character of men’s
labour appears to them as an objective character stamped upon the product of that labour;
because the relation of the producers to the sum total of their own labour is presented to
them as a social relation, existing not between themselves, but between the products of
their labour…. The existence of the things qua commodities, and the value relation
between the products of labour which stamps them as commodities, have absolutely no
connection with their physical properties and with the material relations arising therefrom.
There it is a definite social relation between men, that assumes, in their eyes, the fantastic
form of a relation between things. In order, therefore, to find an analogy, we must have
recourse to the mist-enveloped regions of the religious world. In that world the productions
of the human brain appear as independent beings endowed with life, and entering into
relation both with one another and the human race. So it is in the world of commodities
with the products of men’s hands. This I call the Fetishism which attaches itself to the
products of labour, so soon as they are produced as commodities, and which is therefore
inseparable from the production of commodities. (Capital, pp 82-83)
In other words, the fetish character of the capitalist commodity is the way in which social relations, in
particular the relations of exchange and value, become defined not by relations between humans, or even
between humans and objects, but are merely relations between two objects. Though Marx does not mention
reification in this chapter, it is this idea that would later become Lukács’ theory on reification in 1923.
However, in 1921, Benjamin is using this chapter to create a theory of the religious nature of capital.
Turning to Benjamin’s views in “Capitalism as Religion,” he states that “a religion may be discerned
in capitalism – that is to say, capitalism serves essentially to allay the same anxieties, torments, and
disturbances to which the so-called religions offered answers.” 59 He goes on to say that it is likely the most
extreme religion ever concocted in that it is pure cult and that “things” (i.e. commodities, people,
relationships) “have their meaning only in their relationship to the cult.” 60 However, it is unique among
religions in the sense that it is able to develop this cult following with no theology or dogma. Arguably the
most striking factor is that it “creates guilt, not atonement…. A vast sense of guilt that is unable to find relief
seizes on the cult, not to atone for this guilt but to make it universal, to hammer it into the conscious
mind….”61 This guilt leads to a “spiritual hopelessness,” as it relates to the conditions of life, giving rise to a
communal “worry” that culminates in universal despair. This guilt builds into universality and the despair
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itself “becomes a religious state of the world in the hope that it will lead to salvation,” but with no space to
atone, the despair culminates not into the “reform of existence” but rather bursts into “its complete
destruction.”62
This cult is created completely out of the fetish form of the commodity. Money, in particular, is of
great importance to Benjamin. He believes that money was modeled off of the historical religious
iconography which is made clear in a note at the end of “Capitalism as Religion” where he clearly intended
to carry out a comparison between banknotes and images of religious saints. He thinks this relationship is
so close that money is able to create its own myth. In rising to mythological status, money becomes the
perpetuator of the cultic religion of capitalism and in turn the cult perpetuates guilt. Later, in his
Passagenwerk, the Paris arcades (and in more recent times the department stores) are temples erected to
capitalism itself.63 Capitalism establishes itself as the creator of goods and the maintainer of life; it becomes
an entirely mythic construct from beginning to end where “true household gods lie forgotten.”64 In its early
stages, capitalism relied on Western Christianity to establish itself, developing “as a parasite,” until a point
came when the mythological features of capitalism could overthrow its host and force Christianity to become
a mere parasite of capitalism.65
As Eiland and Jennings express, we cannot yet consider this Benjamin’s Marxist period but it can
be seen more as a phase of romantic anti-capitalism;66 the latter being “characterized both by a bitter
resentment against the soulless world engendered by modern industrial capitalism and by a marked
nostalgia for bygone epochs in which communal forms of life remained intact.” 67 Though this can be seen
as a phase of romantic anti-capitalism, there is, nonetheless, an important theme that would carry over into
the vast majority of Benjamin’s later work; namely “the debasement of the human sensory and cognitive
capacities [as] an operative feature in the maintenance of the power of capital.” 68 What Benjamin hints at
in “Capitalism as Religion” is the reification process; a term he would not have in his Marxist vocabulary for
at least another three years. Now I would like to turn from the connection of the capitalist mode of production
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as a cultic religion to explore more deeply how that religious association destroys the essence of one’s
humanity through an anaesthetizing process that leaves one as a mere shell to be redeemed.

1.3 Religion as Opium
Skipping forward eight years to the end of the decade, 1929, we can really begin to get a sense of where
this radical leftward trajectory was taking Benjamin. He was still academically homeless and writing for
various publications, radio programs, and newspapers while still engaging in translation work. It was during
this year that Benjamin “produced more writings… than in any year before or after, [while] at the same time
advancing construction of The Arcades Project…”69 which he began work on towards the end of the
previous year.70 It was also during this year that he produced his famous essay: “Surrealism: The Last
Snapshot of the European Intelligentsia.” This work would feature many of the major themes that Benjamin
would explore for the rest of his life including the concepts of shock, profane illumination, experience, and
dream. Benjamin’s foyer into Surrealism dates back to 1925 while writing for Die Literarische Welt when he
was tasked with writing a series of reports on French culture which necessarily led to an inquiry into the
Surrealist movement.71 Additionally, in 1927, Benjamin began a series of “drug” experiments initially under
the supervision of his friends Ernst Jöel and Fritz Fränkel who were conducting medical studies on
narcotics. These drug experiments would eventually lead Benjamin to occasionally experiment with drugs
on his own, originally with an intellectual interest of trying to better understand the surrealist movement but
which would morph into his own theory of liberation.72
That being said, what we are especially interested in for this section is where, in his essay on
surrealism, Benjamin says: “Lenin called religion the opiate of the masses, and brought the two things
closer together than the Surrealists could have liked.”73 Though Benjamin attributes this phrase to Lenin, it
first appeared in Marx’s introduction to the Contribution to the Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right where
he said “Religion is the sigh of the oppressed creature, the sentiment of a heartless world, and the soul of
soulless conditions. It is the opium of the people.”74 Attributing the quote to Lenin confirms what we have
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already expressed in this section: though Benjamin certainly read Marx and incorporated Marx’s ideas into
his work, much of Benjamin’s Marxist ideas were mediated through other Marxist thinkers (Lukács, Korsch,
Lenin) especially during the 1920’s as he made his sharp turn to radical politics and action. 75 What Benjamin
is likely quoting in the Surrealism essay is Lenin’s speech in December of 1905 on “Socialism and Religion”
where Lenin proclaims “Religion is opium for the people. Religion is a sort of spiritual booze, in which slaves
of capital drown their human image, their demand for a life more or less worthy of man.” 76 It is uncertain
whether Benjamin quotes Lenin, instead of Marx, because he is unfamiliar with the quote’s origin, because
he was writing an essay on Surrealism rooted in the political ideology of André Breton (whose political
ideology and writings seemed to be influenced by Lenin77), or if there was another motivating factor. In my
opinion, Lenin’s full quote seems to strike closer to the heart of the connection that Benjamin was trying to
draw out; namely the “debasement of the human sensorium.”
Of all of the intoxicating substances known in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, all of
these thinkers invoke opium. In taking a closer look at the intoxicating effects of opium, we may be able to
better understand the connection that they are trying to draw in its relationship to religion and, for Benjamin,
subsequently to capitalism. Intoxicants can generally be classified under four categories: psychedelics, 78
inebriants, hypnotics, and stimulants. Opium falls under the category of hypnotic, and is known for “causing
states of sleep, stupor, or calm…”79 Cultivation of the opium poppy (Papaver somniferum) dates back as
far as 6,000 BCE and is noted in ancient Egyptian medical texts for its renowned anaesthetizing and
sedative effects.80 “The general impact of the ingestion of opium is to produce waking-dream-like states,
relaxation and, usually, a sense of calm, unemotional well-being – a sort of bliss – and, eventually, sleep.”81
Taken in excess, it can cause nightmarish visions and dependency though it is considered less addictive
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than nicotine. In ancient cultures, it often accompanied
religious experiences which likely brought out the intoxicant’s
“psychedelic,” waking-dream states in a greater fashion than
what today’s “secularized” abuse of the substance might
induce.82 Additionally, opium has largely fallen out of fashion
today, instead giving rise to abuse of its many derivatives –
Morphine, Fentanyl, Oxycodone, and Heroin to name a few –
which have been designed to enhance the substance’s
anaesthetizing and pain relieving effects for use in medical
settings.83 Benjamin says that the worries of the world
overcome the consumer of opium but, just as quickly as those
Figure 1. Farmer Dodds, an opium poppy with fresh
opium “latex,” July 6, 2010. Flickr, accessed
April 27 2020:
https://www.flickr.com/photos/farmerdodds/478185
9785/in/photostream/

worries set in, the intoxicated individual falls asleep and the
“‘waters of sleep’ – the waters of a river…” wash away their

worldly worries.84 Through this relation to opium, in a roundabout way, Benjamin seems to be saying that
capitalism has inherent properties that anaesthetize the masses and make the pain of life under capitalism
less noticeable and more bearable. In his Arcades Project, Benjamin discusses numerous ways in which
the anaesthetization of the masses takes place. “It is an opium trance that has overspread the whole
population, and industry is more to blame than poetry.”85 As we shall see in a moment, capitalism as a
whole has narcotic-like redundancies built into it so as to keep its users transfixed upon its seeming
necessity.
But before we do that, let us take a step back and try to understand the meaning of aesthetics so
we can better understand anaesthetics. Susan Buck-Morss traces the term aesthetics – now commonly a
term associated with art – back to its Greek etymological origin: “Aisthitikos is the Greek word for that which
is ‘perceptive by feeling.’ Aisthisis is the sensory experience of perception. This original field of aesthetics
is not art but reality – corporeal, material nature.”86 This is the realm in which Benjamin is working with
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Aesthetics.87 Though in his time, as in our time, this term was primarily used for art and beauty, Benjamin
is trying to reclaim it and reapply it to the human sensorium. Thus, aesthetics – senses – correspond to
actual physical sensations that lead to a mental interpretation of those sensations which we register as
“‘experience, in the classical philosophical sense of a mediation between subject and object.…we will call
this aesthetic system of sense-consciousness, decentered from the classical subject, wherein external
sense-perceptions come together with internal images of memory and anticipation, the ‘synaesthetic
system.’”88 Thus the synaesthetic system incorporates not only the physical sensations elicited by external
stimuli but also the mental interpretation of those sensory experiences and the motor response caused
thereof.
Experience is a neurological phenomenon for Benjamin that is centered around external, physical,
stimuli. However, if the external stimuli is of sufficient energy or scale of which Benjamin calls a “shock,”
the synaesthetic system engages the body’s “fight or flight” response. The fight or flight response to shock
experience acts as a “protective shield” against external stimuli that may harm the individual. 89
The more readily consciousness registers these shocks, the less likely they are to have a
traumatic effect90…. The greater the shock factor in particular impressions, the more
vigilant consciousness has to be in screening stimuli; the more efficiently it does so, the
less these impressions enter long experience [Erfahrung] and the more they correspond to
the concept of isolated experience [Erlebnis]. (Baudelaire, pp 317-319)
In other words, “under extreme stress, the ego employs consciousness as a buffer, blocking the openness
of the synaesthetic system, thereby isolating present consciousness from past memory. Without the depth
of memory, experience is impoverished.” 91 This is very similar to a theory of consciousness, and the
objective nature of our perceived reality thereof, that Aldous Huxley would develop in the 1950’s following
a series of mescaline experiments. Huxley believes that when one is young, one can think in the ways that
only the mescaline experience can deliver to an adult. He says that “the function of the brain and the
nervous system is to protect us from being overwhelmed and confused by this mass of largely useless and
irrelevant knowledge, by shutting out most of what we should otherwise perceive or remember at any
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moment….”92 According to Huxley we do this
through a learned process of filtering out the
irrelevant information and experiences (including
experiences of shock) through a “filtering valve.”
“What comes out on the other end is a measly
trickle of the kind of consciousness which will help
us to stay alive on the surface of this particular
planet.”93

Huxley’s

revelations

through

the

psychedelic experience materializes in a very
similar fashion to Benjamin’s theory of the loss of Figure 2. Aldous Huxley, "Cerebral Reducing Valve," in "Unifying
overall experience through the “shock” that has
anesthetized the synaesthetic system. The poverty

Theories of Psychedelic Drug Effects," p 8. published in Frontiers
in Pharmacology, March 2, 2018. On the right, the created, open
connections of the brain are “filtered” through the valve which
represents both learned and biologically necessary constraints. On
the left, the productive brain which is useful to society emerges.

of experience becomes central to Benjamin. Shock experience is fundamental to modern industrial
capitalism for “‘what are the perils of the jungle and prairie compared to the daily shocks and conflicts of
modern civilization?”94 Never before has an individual had to deal with the shock of working long hours
against the clock or to dodge cars with horns blaring on the street; never before have people had to stand
in the “amorphous crowd of passers-by” in the city or to submit themselves to the will of the machine in the
factory on the scales seen in modern capitalist society.95 Though it seemed as if experience could not
diminish any further through the industrialization process, the advent of industrial mechanical warfare would
all but decimate human experience and the human sensorium. Writing after witnessing the horrors of World
War I, Benjamin recognized the individual need to shield oneself from the shock of mechanical warfare. “A
generation that had gone to school on horse-drawn streetcars now stood under the open sky in a landscape
where nothing remained unchanged but the clouds, in a force field of destructive torrents and explosions,
the tiny fragile human body.”96 As a response to these new and unprecedented shocks, the synaesthetic
system “reverses its role” and instead of recording experience “Its goal is to numb the organism, to deaden
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the senses, to repress memory; the cognitive role of synaesthetics has become, rather, one of
anaesthetics.”97 Despite this, Benjamin saw a positive: the decimation of experience means one could start
over.
With this tremendous development of technology, a completely new poverty has
descended on mankind… Indeed (let’s admit it), our poverty of experience is not merely
poverty on the personal level, but poverty of human experience in general. Hence, a new
kind of barbarism. Barbarism? Yes, indeed. We say this in order to introduce a new,
positive concept of barbarism. For what does poverty of experience do for the barbarian?
It forces him to start from scratch; to make a new start; to make a little go a long way; to
begin with a little and build further, looking neither left nor right. (“Experience and Poverty,”
p 732)
This has given rise to the “information” era which Benjamin thought reflected the “increasing atrophy” of
experience which he lamented. Since information, as merely “fact,” prevented the transmission of the true
horrors of modern experience, it merely played a part in the further anaesthetization of the masses.98
After detouring through the Benjaminian concepts of shock and experience, we can now return to
our initial discussion on opium. In the nineteenth century, physicians recognized the condition of
“neurasthenia” which was a condition caused by the “disintegration of the capacity for experience” brought
about by excessive stimulation and an inability of the individual to respond to such stimulation. The
recommended treatment for this condition? Opium.99 I contend that the rapidity in development of modernity
creates such a large mechanism of shock that the synaesthetic system proves inadequate as the sole
apparatus of synaesthetic anaesthetization. Opium provided a means of chemically anaesthetizing the
individual to a level in which they can cope with their daily shock experiences; “a principle motive for taking
the drug [opium] is, in very many cases, to augment the drug-taker’s resources in the struggle for
existence.”100 Opium is not the only intoxicant that provides this relief. The class of inebriants, which
includes alcohol, also provides anaesthetizing properties, and the class of stimulants, which includes
caffeine (coffee and tea) as well as nicotine, may briefly improve performance but its mechanism of action
is to increase the mental and physical processing of information which ultimately allows the user’s
synaesthetic system to temporarily work in overdrive enhancing the body’s natural anaesthetizing
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processes. When both inebriants and stimulants wear off, they typically send the subject into a stupor which,
for stimulants, is commonly referred to as a “crash.”101
Therefore, when Marx, Lenin, and Benjamin all posit religion as “the opium of the people,” what is
really being conveyed is that religion serves the same functional place in society at large, as opium does
for a minority of people. Religion serves a functional purpose; anaesthetization of the masses through
spiritual, instead of chemical, means. The promise of an afterlife in which the subject will no longer
experience pain or have any worries, offers a coping mechanism in which people can psychologically allay
their present struggles and fears through the promise that this life is only a transitory phase that will be
transcended by eternal tranquility. As Lenin points out, religion is just as easily the “booze” of the people or
today it could rightfully be called the methamphetamine, heroin, or fentanyl of the people. One important
psychological factor which potentially makes opium the more semantically correct comparison lies in
opium’s ability to create “waking-dream states.” While alcohol is purely anaesthetizing and
methamphetamine purely stimulating (leading to the eventual anaesthetic properties through sleep), opium
has the potential to cultivate a more mythological or spiritual experience that aligns more closely to the
religious practices of the world. This is why, for thousands of years, opium was used in religious ceremonies
to bring about a deeper, more profound spiritual connection. 102 However, in today’s secularized
consumption of opium, the anaesthetizing properties are likely the prominent feature.
Let us make the final leap from religion back to capitalism. Outside of the shock effects of modern
capitalism which fashion a reversal of the synaesthetic system, capitalism builds into the market economy
activities, relations, and ways of life that, too, act as intoxicating, anaesthetic, mechanisms that work above
and beyond the synaesthetic system’s natural anaesthetizing defenses. Of which, Benjamin posits, the
commodity as the unnamed “‘religious intoxicant of the great cities’….” 103 Those with means are able to buy
their anaesthetization in the form of new televisions, endless channel selection, or maybe a boat to take
out on the lake once a year. The commodity takes on a charm “from the crowd that surges around and
intoxicates them. The concentration of customers which makes up the market, which in turn makes the
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commodity a commodity, enhances its attractiveness to the average buyer.” 104 In examining the nineteenth
century, Benjamin concludes that the ultimate expression of the anaesthetic intoxication of the commodity
emerged in the form of world exhibitions.
World exhibitions are places of pilgrimage to the commodity fetish…. World exhibitions
glorify the exchange value of the commodity.… They are a school in which the masses,
forcibly excluded from consumption, are imbued with the exchange value of commodities
to the point of identifying with it: ‘Do not touch the items on display.’ World exhibitions thus
provide access to a phantasmagoria which a person enters in order to be distracted…. At
world exhibitions, a balcony of cast iron would represent the ring of Saturn, and people
who venture out on it would find themselves carried away in a phantasmagoria where they
seem to have been transformed into inhabitants of Saturn. (AP, pp 17-18)
In the scene described above, the masses are transposed away from their meager existences into a
phantasmagoric world of things – into a beautiful oasis of creativity and ingenuity that could only come
about through the commodity form – and they are even transplanted from this earthly world and placed
amongst the stars. They are provided, at least briefly, with the anaesthetizing effects necessary to carry on.
The phantasmagoria created by the world exhibitions would eventually be replaced by the arcades in Paris
which would give way to the department store today. The iron structures that housed the exhibitions,
arcades, and department stores were the temples erected to the commodity. 105 Be it opium, alcohol,
religion, the fetish character of the commodity, or some other means, what we experience is an inability to
cope with the daily shocks of magnificent energy that modernity exerts on our synaesthetic system. Despite
the efforts of the subject’s body to shield itself from this bombardment, the vast majority of people seek
further anaesthetization in some form or another contributing to the great “crisis in perception itself.”106

*

*

*

In this section we have explored the underpinnings of Benjamin’s relationship to Marxism. His early
beginnings as a purely theoretical literary critic gave way, under the economic and social pressures he
experienced in post-war Weimar Germany, and led him down a “One-way Street” towards political theory
and praxis. The early years of the 1920’s saw Benjamin emerge as a “romantic anti-capitalist” who would
base a religious theory of capitalism off of Marx’s fetish character of the commodity. Some three years later,
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Benjamin would be introduced to Lukács’ newly released History and Class Consciousness, paving the
way for his turn to radical communism. Lukács’ theories of reification, class consciousness, and political
action are fundamental to Benjamin’s own writings. Bourgeoning friendships of the mid-‘20’s, including
Adorno, Horkheimer, Korsch, and Lacis all continued Benjamin’s radical, philosophical, turn. Arguably, as
we will continue to see, nobody would have a greater impact on Benjamin’s later work than Bertolt Brecht.
In the course of the late-‘20’s, Benjamin – academically homeless after his failure to habilitate his
Trauerspiel study – engaged in ad hoc writing for various publications that would lead him into an in-depth
study of culture. His inquiry into Surrealism would lead him to experiment with Hashish (and later opium
and Mescaline) which in turn fueled a second study into Surrealism. It is here that Benjamin really
established the bases of his work that would become his most recognized pieces and which would continue
to the end of his life. He developed his theories of shock, experience, and sensory deterioration which
become his fundamental understanding of modernity. The shock experience of the modern industrialized
world, catalyzed to new heights with the advent of industrial warfare, led the human sensorium to close
itself off and become an anaesthetizing force in order to protect the subject which, in turn, leads to a crisis
of experience. Despite its utmost efforts, the synaesthetic system could not anaesthetize to a high enough
degree, or at a quick enough rate, in order to fully protect the subject from modernist development. Thus
opium, alcohol, the commodity, and religion serve to further anaesthetize the individual so that they can
cope with experiences of the modern world. This ultimately has led to a decline in communicative
experience and a “crisis in perception.” All of these become incredibly important to Benjamin in the political
sense because “the dialectical reversal, whereby aesthetics changes from a cognitive mode of being ‘in
touch’ with reality to a way of blocking out reality, destroys the human organism’s power to respond
politically even when self-preservation is at stake.”107 Thus, as we shall see, Benjamin searches for the
redemption of perception, the redemption of the synaesthetic system as an aesthetic organization in its
primary, original, role as the revolutionary praxis necessary to ensure that the oppressed are ready to seize
hold of the “emergency brake of history” when capitalism’s inevitable collapse is eminent.
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2. An Aesthetic Theory of Intoxication
Up to this point we have explored how Benjamin views the destructive nature of capitalist society. How then
do we redeem the synaesthetic system to operate, once again, in its original capacity as a positive force
for the subject? Benjamin found redemption through narcotic intoxication but, in order for us to understand
this, we must first recognize that not all intoxicants are created equal and not all have an anaesthetizing
primary mode of action. Though Benjamin’s experimentation with intoxicants could be considered minimal
in terms of quantity consumed, their impact on him was profound. In a letter to Gershom Scholem in the
1930’s, Benjamin expressed the following statement which is republished here from the introduction to
“Propaedeutics of Profane Illumination” by Herman Schweppenhäuser:
‘Although many – or a sizeable number – of my works have been small-scale victories,
they correspond to large scale defeats. I do not wish to speak of the projects that had to
remain unfinished, even untouched, but would like to name here the four books that mark
the site of the ruins or disasters, the furthest boundary of which I am still unable to discern
when I let my eyes roam over the next few years of my life. They include the Paris Arcades,
the Collected Essays on Literature, the Letters, and a truly exceptional book about
hashish. Nobody knows about the last subject, and for the moment it would be better if it
remained between us.’(PPI, p 33)
And sure enough, keeping with Benjamin’s wishes, even the fragmentary notes of his drug experimentation
called “The Drug Protocols” were not first published until 1972. There are twelve such protocols and all but
one includes Benjamin taking part in the intoxication. We cannot be certain if there was experimentation
with mind altering substances outside of these documentations of it. The primary substance that Benjamin
experimented with was hashish but he dedicates one protocol to the opium experience and one dedicated
to mescaline.108 Only two short essays about Benjamin’s hashish experience made it to publication with no
recovery of a manuscript for a larger text on the topic. Here, I would like to explore Benjamin’s relation to
mind altering substances as well as his personal and philosophical reflections upon these experiments.

2.1 Benjamin and the Beginning of a Theory of Aesthetic
Revolution
I believe that Benjamin sees the redemption, under capitalism, of the full potential of one’s synaesthetic
system as the ultimate form of revolt precisely because only then can the proletariat achieve the class
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consciousness necessary to overthrow the capitalist mode of production at the precise moment when it’s
inevitable demise presents itself.

Benjamin found personal sensory redemption through intoxicating

substances but, as we will see later, he does not believe that this is the only method of achieving
synaesthetic reclamation. Benjamin’s initial interest in partaking in the “drug experiments” was largely
spurred by his previous, 1925, study of the Surrealist movement as well as his emerging studies on
nineteenth century literary figures (Baudelaire in particular) and, consequently, the drug experiments played
a large role in the expansion of the Surrealist study released in 1929. 109 Prior to the release of “Surrealism:
The Last Snapshot of the European Intelligentsia,” Benjamin engaged in three supervised experiments and
one solo experiment, all with hashish; a highly potent, processed, form of cannabis made from the plant’s
resin. It is important to note that what may come to mind when discussing Benjamin’s use of drugs, and
hashish in particular, may be the dulling and sedative effects associated with modern cannabis. Hash is, in
fact, a highly potent derivative of cannabis which in Benjamin’s time may have been even stronger and
(derived from Benjamin’s own descriptions of his intoxication) occasionally caused the manifestation of
psychedelic effects.110 Though, for most people, modern conceptions of cannabis likely do not land in the
realm of “psychedelic,” it does in fact fall into that class of intoxicating substances. As has been mentioned,
Benjamin began experimenting with intoxicating substances when his friends Ernst Jöel and Fritz Fränkel
asked Benjamin to partake in one of their medical studies. Today we have twelve written records of his
experimentation in what are known as the “drug protocols” as well as two short essays – “MysloviceBraunschweig-Marseilles” published in 1930 and “Hashish in Marseilles: The Story of a Hashish Trance”
published in 1932. Though Benjamin never produced the book which he thought so important, his
encounters with intoxicating substances would have a profound impact on his work and would show up in
many of his works going forward – from “One-Way Street” and “Surrealism” to the Passagenwerk and the
Work of Art essay, properties of hashish were vital to Benjamin’s formation of revolutionary aesthetic theory.
The major ideas that came out of his drug experimentation include his work on the aura, dreams, and a
secularized version of redemption through death. As we will see, Aldous Huxley, writing about a mescaline
experience in the 1950’s with his publication of The Doors of Perception, experiences similar phenomenon
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to Benjamin’s drug experiments. Benjamin experiences a perceptual shift in space and time, and the
softening, dissolution, or death of the ego which leads to a reconciliation between the subject and all
subjects as well as a reconciliation between the subject and all objects. It is through this latter experience
that Benjamin is able to create a concept of sameness while maintaining a concept of individuality.
Benjamin’s own experiences with psychedelic substances aligns closely with nearly all descriptions of the
psychedelic state as well as what has more recently been described through modern medical studies.
Modern medicine has classified the psychological effects which manifest in all psychedelic
experiences with the following categories: Perceptual effects, emotional effects, cognitive effects, and ego
effects. Perceptual effects occur along a wide range and include perceptual intensification (e.g. appearance
of higher resolution), distortion and illusions (e.g. objects do not look normal, sizes and spaces of objects
become difficult to interpret, stationary objects appear to be moving), elementary hallucinations (e.g.
“brightly colored, flowing latticework”), and complex hallucinations (“visual scenes present elaborate
structural motifs, landscapes, cities, galaxies, plants, animals, and human (or non-human) beings.”).111
Emotional effects include “a general intensification of feelings, increased (conscious) access to emotions,
and a broadening in the overall range of emotions,” which include “unique states of euphoria characterized
by involuntary grinning, uncontrollable laughter, silliness, giddiness, playfulness, and exuberance.” 112
“Good” emotions are not the only emotions that are enhanced in the psychedelic state, but negatively one
can feel an increased sense of fear, anxiety, and paranoia. That being said, the vast majority of emotions
fall in the positive range. “In supportive environments, classic psychedelic drugs can promote feelings of
trust, empathy, bonding, closeness, tenderness, forgiveness, acceptance, and connectedness.”113
Cognitive effects have proven to be more difficult to define medically and, as with all of these effects, they
are highly dose dependent. On low doses, known as “micro-doses” cognitive function is actually shown to
improve, while on higher doses cognitive function related to memory and attention are shown to decrease
throughout the duration of the drug experience. Generally, a psychedelic substance brings out traits of
creativity, language use and associations, and cognitive flexibility. 114 Finally, one may experience ego
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effects and ego dissolution. Under small quantities of a psychedelic substance, the subject typically
describes a “‘softening’ of the ego with increased insight into one’s own habitual patterns of thought,
behavior, personal problems, and past experiences.” At higher doses, the subject can experience the
complete “‘dissolution of sense of self and the loss of boundaries between self and world’” which is known
as ego dissolution.115 I would like to work through how Benjamin experiences each of these in turn.
Let us first look at Benjamin’s described changes of spatial perception. The shifting in time and
space is certainly one of the most discernable aspects of the drug protocols which, in effect, contribute to
the dream-like state in which the intoxicated person finds themselves. He expresses how the intoxicated
person begins to play with spaces in a manner that a sober individual would not. The ability for a sober
subject to re-orient their motion while riding in the back of a train is no difficulty at all. But the subject who
is intoxicated is having to reorient their spatial perception despite the actual nature of their surroundings
remaining static. Benjamin calls this alteration “spatial seduction.”116 In addition to the constantly shifting
physical aspects of the room, Benjamin experiences the space as existing in all-times, throughout eternity,
at the same time. In this respect he imagines the “coronation of Charlemagne, the assassination of Henry
the IV, the signing of the treaty of Verdun…” 117 as all taking place in the very room with which Benjamin
finds himself. He “can read the whole of world history” and yet has a complete inability to deal with future
time.118 This shift in time can be understood as similar to what Huxley would later term the “perpetual
present,” meaning that Benjamin loses an ability to deal with time in any sense and the perceived ability to
seemingly deal with the past is, in reality, just his ability to capture the past in the present moment. In
Huxley’s account of a mescaline experience, he describes perceptual experiences where “spatial
relationships had ceased to matter very much and that [his] mind was experiencing the world in terms of
other than spatial categories….And along with an indifference to space there went an even more complete
indifference to time.”119 Time did not matter, the only thing that mattered was that “there seems to be plenty
of it…”120 He found himself no longer thinking in terms of time, he was simply in the “perpetual present.” In
a similar manner to Benjamin, Huxley notes an incredible increase in perception where spatial awareness
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matters less than normal and interest in time is nearly non-existent.121 Huxley concludes that in the
psychedelic state, “each person is at each moment capable of remembering all that has ever happened to
him and of perceiving everything that is happening everywhere in the universe.” 122 Huxley relates this
capability to understand everything that there ever was and everything that there ever will be, specifically
to the loss of the ego. This is another important aspect of the psychedelic experience which we will discuss
more below. As we can see, the distortion of space and time weighs very heavily on Benjamin’s thought,
as it would to anyone experimenting with psychedelic substances, and it is precisely these distortions that
make the psychedelic intoxication a waking-dream state. For time and space can feel wholly unfamiliar in
our dreams even when we know exactly where we are. The same takes place in Benjamin’s experience of
intoxication; he is always aware of where he is and yet constantly has a feeling of unfamiliarity. Despite the
distortions of space and time, there is an overall sense of heightened perception and aesthetics; colors are
more vivid, curtains and textures are more striking to look at, and music and sounds are more beautiful. 123
Another major theme, and potentially the most important for our purposes, is the concept of ego
dissolution or ego death. Through the dissolution of the sense of self, one is brought into the realm of
universal history which then leads to the realm of universal sameness. In the drug experience, Huxley is
able to relate with everything (all objects) and everyone (all subjects) throughout the entirety of humanity.
For Huxley concludes that the psychedelic experience makes the user aware that all objects are infinitely
important and that all subjects are infinitely more important. Huxley expresses that this is the way that one
ought to see but the psychedelic experience is the only time when one does see this way.124 As mentioned,
this subject-object relation that comes to recognition in the near destruction of time is seen as primarily
fueled by the loss of the ego. Huxley never mentions a feeling of death, but death in the psychedelic
experience generally refers to the death, or dissolution, of the ego. Huxley says that “in the final stage of
egolessness there is an ‘obscure knowledge’ that All is in all – that All is actually each. This is as near, I
take it, as a finite mind can ever come to ‘perceiving everything that is happening everywhere in the
universe.’”125 Benjamin’s own drug experience, as related in the drug protocols, can often take an ominous
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turn and dwell on death much more explicitly than Huxley’s account of psychedelic intoxication. Overall,
this is not so surprising given Benjamin’s disposition and his lifelong battle with depression. That being said,
we once again need to look at these references to death not in the literal, physical, sense but rather in
metaphysical and psychoanalytic sense. Benjamin describes death as lying between him and his
intoxication, as a pathway laid out by his intoxication that he must follow, or that death is an alluring figure
and that he must oblige.126 Most interestingly, he says “on hashish: The state of death is identical to that of
sovereignty.”127 Curiously, Benjamin does not make any reference to the relationship between death and
ego within the protocols. However, in “From the Notebooks,” Benjamin makes the following comments in a
section about hashish: “Fundamental to this feeling [of empathy, Einfühlung] is the insinuation of one’s own
ego into an alien object. The virtuoso of empathy does not in fact step outside of himself. His masterstroke
consists in having so emptied out his own ego, and made it so free of all ballast of the person, that it feels
at home in every mask.”128 Thus, we know that Benjamin saw ego softening as an important aspect of
intoxication and through that softening one can relate to others around them. Hermann Schweppenhäuser
offers an incredible analysis of ego dissolution in the Benjaminian sense that I think is best quoted at length:
When the experience of intoxication helps to gain insight into the essence of reality
(Dinglichkeit) and the monstrosity of its reification, it sheds light above all onto the subject
himself entangled herein. Such light is perhaps more difficult to bear than the light which
narcotic illumination casts on the object. This is so because the intoxicated ego reveals the
“Real Ego” as truncated. The discontinuity in the allegedly homogenous core of personality
is clearly shown once the Real Ego is loosened by ecstasy…. Egotism and sociality expose
their inner dialectic. Doubt is cast on the social character of personality, which is founded
equally on the constituents of “I” and “Thou.” The relationship of “Thou” unveils itself during
intoxication as a response to the fear of being left alone, which is something the truncated
“I” (Ego) cannot cope with. At the same time, the Ego diminished in this way is the more
touchy and selfish and needs “the presence of others” – who are meant to protect it….
(PPI, p 46)
Schweppenhäuser goes on to say that such ego softening only occurs when people enter the
consciousness-altering experience with the explicit intention of altering said consciousness. If a subject
goes into the experience on the grounds of escapism, then they are likely to confirm their “delusion” which
may be what Benjamin was referring to when he says that narcotic illumination can be a “dangerous
lesson.”129 Additionally, this may be why a subject tends to have a positive ego dissolution experience when
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using psychedelics since a “trip” can last anywhere from four to twenty hours (which is both dose dependent
as well as dependent on the substance taken) meaning that these, along with the substance’s non-addictive
properties, make the psychedelic experience generally un-marked by escapism. In contrast, as we have
already established, cannabis is considered a psychedelic substance but its modern usage would indicate
that it is primarily being used as a mode of escapism. The “high” produced by cannabis lasts a fraction of
the time that other psychedelics (such as mescaline or LSD) last and as such lends itself more readily to
“dangerous” escapism which does not necessarily dissolve the ego but rather more frequently confirms the
subject’s delusion. That being said, we see how ego dissolution in the psychedelic experience, even one
produced by cannabis, can bring about conscious recognition of similarity that can last even after the
chemical has left the subject’s body. But the ego is not destroyed, for when the psychedelic experience
ends the ego is reborn, reincarnated, or in the Benjaminian sense redeemed. Huxley describes this
experience as the “new-born Not-self”130 for there is the realization that the self is bound up with all others.
This does not presuppose the destruction of individuality and, as we will see, even Benjamin valued the
retention of individuality. However, there should be sameness within differences and there should be
differences within sameness.131 After his mind-altering experiences, Benjamin cites feeling a stronger
connection to the world and that sameness is something that only the intoxication can reveal.132 While
intoxicated, Benjamin remembers seeing in a newspaper the sentence: “‘One should scoop sameness from
reality with a spoon.’”133 This devotion to finding sameness in differences and differences in sameness is
something that Benjamin thought was inherently political and would be applied to his aesthetic theory even
outside of the space of intoxication.
One final concept which Benjamin was able to further concretize through his personal experiences
of intoxication, was that of the “aura.” Benjamin seems to work out some major ideas in his concept of aura
while under the influence of hashish that would return in earnest in “The Work of Art in the Age of its
Technological Reproducibility.” His earliest reference to the aura is within the second protocol of 1928 when
he mentions how Ernst Bloch reached out to touch him and before Bloch did, Benjamin felt his own aura
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as obscenely violated.134 Even in his earliest mention of the aura, Benjamin is ascribing it a measure of
distance. Later on, during a drug experiment in 1930, Benjamin defines three aspects of aura: 1) “genuine
aura appears in all things, not just certain kinds of things…” 2) “the aura undergoes changes, which can be
quite fundamental, with every movement the aura-wreathed object makes,” and 3) “genuine aura can in no
sense be thought of as a spruced-up version of the magic rays beloved of spiritualists and described and
illustrated in vulgar works of mysticism. On the contrary, the characteristic feature of genuine aura is
ornament, an ornamental halo [Umzirkung], in which the object or being is enclosed as in a case.” 135 So
far, Benjamin’s experiences of intoxication seem hardly different than Huxley’s experience or any other
user’s of psychedelic substances for that matter. However, where most “psychonauts” left off, Benjamin
was just beginning. He took these experiences and expanded on them in order to fully develop a
revolutionary theory of aesthetic redemption. These observations are not yet political in their own right but
they become political in the very moment that Benjamin holds them up to the ever-destructive capitalist
machine and the growing sentiment within Europe of right-wing, populist, authoritarian ideology. We now
turn to the political nature of the psychedelic experience.

2.2 Dreaming, Awakening, and Illumination
Through drug experimentation, Benjamin concretizes a concept of dreaming and awakening which he long
sought to develop as an indispensable part of his theory of revolution. The capitalist mode of production
creates a phantasmagoria which, as discussed above, lends itself to a particular type of intoxication. I think
that most analyses of Benjamin’s work only concentrate on the physical, phantasmagoric, part of the dream
as seen in capitalism and which is clearly present in Benjamin’s work. However, I contend that Benjamin
has a twofold theory of dreams and the dreaming collective. On the one hand, capitalism itself is a dream;
it is the representation of the bourgeois dream. “Capitalism was a natural phenomenon with which a new
dream filled sleep came over Europe, and, through it, a reactivation of mythic forces.” 136 The bourgeois
dream is still a dream for the proletariat, rather a waking-dream, but one which manifests as nightmare. On
the other hand, the proletariat has the ability to transcend this nightmare in a dream of their own; whilst
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sleeping, or dreaming of a better future and a better life. “The nineteenth-century is the dream we must
wake up from; it is a nightmare that will weigh on the present as long as its spell remains unbroken.” 137 But
the nightmare did not end with the demise of the nineteenth century nor did it end with the demise of the
twentieth century; it only got worse with the rise of mechanical and gas warfare. Benjamin did not think that
it was only the proletariat that needed to be educated as to their situation, but that the bourgeoisie needed
to be educated as well. Thus, the bourgeoisie also needed to be brought to the realization that the dream,
which they experience as intoxication, is also a nightmare; simply one that they have been desensitized to.
Additionally, the proletariat needs to be shown that they can wake up from the collective nightmare and can
bring their dreams into a waking reality. This is a very important distinction in Benjamin that I believe too
often gets lost. We must awake from the collective nightmare that we currently live and we must also awake
from our daydreams of a better society. In awakening from our dreams of the future, we must bring those
aspects of the dream that lead to a better society into our waking reality; we must remember the ecstasy of
imagining the better future. On the other hand, when the proletariat awaken from their daydream, they will
awaken all of humanity from the collective nightmare thereby obliterating the nightmare’s existence.
However, in awakening from the collective nightmare, one too must remember the terror of the nightmare
so as to not descend into it once more. Thus, the process of awakening is both the remembrance of the
nightmare and the remembrance of the utopia to create a waking reality. “The realization of dream
elements, in the course of waking up, is the paradigm of dialectical thinking. Thus, dialectical thinking is the
organ of historical awakening. Every epoch, in fact, not only dreams the one to follow but, in dreaming,
precipitates its awakening.”138 But, as we have seen, the crisis in the human synaesthetic system have left
us deficient in our powers of remembrance.
Benjamin does not think that humanity can be told that it is living in a collective nightmare but that
it must come to this realization. It is this method of “bringing to realization” that Benjamin bases the entirety
of his Passagenwerk in, stating: “Method of this project: I needn’t say anything. Merely show.” 139 We will
return to this idea later as it relates directly to Benjamin’s redemptive ideas of art but it also relates here to
his ideas of intoxication. The psychedelic experience is one of montage which, to Benjamin, is the principle

Tiedemann, “Dialectics at a Standstill”; p 935.
Benjamin, AP; “Paris Capital of the Nineteenth Century” (1935 expose), p 13. Emphasis added.
139
Benjamin, AP; [N1a, 8].
137
138

33

way that one “merely shows.” The breakdown of the typical cognitive inhibitions that force the subject into
conforming to the world as it is given, combined with the fleeting images of the hallucinatory effects, allow
the user to make connections that they likely never would have reached of their own accord and therefore
come to the realization of what was always there in the first place. Returning to Huxley’s filtering valve, the
psychedelic experience once again opens up this “filtering valve” and reminds the adult consciousness
what it is to experience. For Huxley “what is important is less the reason for the experience, than the
experience itself.”140 Benjamin’s revolutionary theory is an aesthetic restoration by a return of experience.
What is happening on the physical and chemical level is really quite interesting. Huxley’s Filtration Theory
of the psyche is still prevalent in modern neuro science as it relates to the use of psychedelics. Normally
certain sections of the brain only speak to other “like” sections however, the subject’s brain on psychedelics
breaks down the barriers which prevent one section of a subject’s brain from talking to another section.
Thus, one experiences a “less constrained, more intercommunicative mode of brain function.” 141 One of the

Figure 3. Visual representation of the increased brain connectivity while using psychedelic substance, in “Homological scaffolds of
brain functional networks,” p 8. Published in Journal of the Royal Society. October 3, 2014. Diagram (a) shows the normal connectivity
of the brain. Each dot represents a different communication network of the brain, each color represents “like” sectors of the brain, and
each line represents a communication sent from one dot to another. As can be seen, a brain during normal waking consciousness
tends to be restricted to communicating between dots of similar colors. On the right, in Diagram (b), the brain while on a psychedelic
substance no longer appears bound by the constrain of speaking to only “like” colors. Instead, the communication networks of the
brain are far more open but, despite how it may appear, the communications are not random.
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results of this neural interconnectivity is the blending of the senses. In the psychedelic state one often
produces a visual representation of a sound, or tastes a particular smell. Though it is important to note that
interconnectivity of the brain is not merely random but rather “retains some organizational features, albeit
different from the normal state.” 142 Additionally, there is evidence to suggest that the interconnectivity of
receptors in the brain while under the psychedelic state functions more similarly to a child’s (albeit the
psychedelic state produces an extreme form of this) and that, as one grows older, the neural connectivity
between different sections of the brain decreases in order to allow us to better process and retain
information.143 Thus the psychedelic state disrupts the learned and developed constraints on cognitive
function so that “awareness becomes more imaginative, dreamlike, and hallucinatory.”144 Actual dreams,
as in dreams that one experiences while asleep, offer a similar process. They are often montage-like,
disconnected sequences that sometimes do not seem to relate. However, when dreaming, it is a time for
our brains to work through issues by making connections that waking-consciousness often prohibits us from
making.145 For Benjamin, one of the most important components of the dream is the bending of space and
time. This allows one to see the world around them differently; to gain a new sensory perception of life,
humanity, and Nature. This warping of space and time is mentioned several times in “The Protocols;” ten
minutes feels more like three-quarters of an hour146 and occasionally there are feelings of “absolute duration
and immeasurable space.”147 Benjamin finds these alterations to be one of the most beautiful parts of
intoxication; giving the intoxicated individual not only the desire, but also the time, to question everything
around them.148 This has political, historical, and revolutionary implications in Benjamin because, quoting
Turgot, “before we have learned to deal with things in a given position, they have already changed several
times. Thus, we always perceive events too late, and politics always needs to foresee, so to speak, the
present.”149 This perceived increase in time cognitively elongates the present and allows it to be questioned
which relates to similar feelings conveyed by Huxley when he experienced the “perpetual present.” By
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blowing time out of its perceived historical continuum within the experience of intoxication, Benjamin
attempts to seize the moments and images of the past and make them recognizable to the ever-changing
present in what Benjamin calls the “dialectical image.” To quote Benjamin at length:
It’s not that what is past casts its light on what is present, or what is present its light on
what is past; rather, image is that wherein what has been comes together in a flash with
the now to form a constellation. In other words, image is dialectics at a standstill. For while
the relation of the present to the past is a purely temporal, continuous one, the relation of
what-has-been to the now is dialectical: is not progression but image, suddenly emergent.
(AP, [N2a, 3])
It is the seizing of the historical image, not as universal history, but in the fleeting moment of its
recognizability that makes the remembrance of the past important for revolutionary praxis. However, the
present is fleeting and the historical image is but a fleeting moment invoked within an already fleeting period.
Thus, the psychedelic experience extends the present allowing for the space in which the dialectical image
can become dialectics at a standstill. To elucidate further, with this elongation of “now-time” also comes the
destruction of both future time and past time.150 One is constantly in the present and the present is
constantly changing; this ceaselessly changes the past’s relationship to the present. In a hashish trance,
as has been mentioned, Benjamin talks about the room changing with every change of mood and the
spaces being connected universally through time. He feels that in the next room, events of long ago (such
as the coronation of Charlemagne or the signing of the Treaty of Verdun) 151 are taking place at that very
instant. A fundamental part of Benjamin’s concept of history is the ability to seize these flashes of the past
and make them relevant to the present moment.152
Reaching this moment in which the dialectic image can be seized for the “now of recognizability,”
the moment that this nightmare can be seen as a “single catastrophe, which keeps piling wreckage upon
wreckage…,”153 the moment that the utopian dream can be instituted as reality, is a process which Benjamin
terms “profane illumination.” This is the goal; to restore the natural functioning of the synaesthetic system
so that the subject can reach profane illumination thereby allowing them to see the nightmare for what it
really is and so that they may utilize the fleeting images of the past and the utopian dream space of the
future to transcend the present nightmare. “He who enjoys profane illumination stands in an extraterritorial
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relation to the world of sobriety, which despises him. Not because he somehow floats high above the world
of sobriety but because he is deeply submerged in it and keeps company with those things that are
suspicious and disreputable to the sober…” 154 This is because the profane illuminatus sees the world for
the collective nightmare that it is and understands the path to its redemption. Benjamin posits profane
illumination to be inherently narcotic and thus the “sober,” unilluminated, individual fears what they cannot
see and cannot understand. Benjamin found his way to profane illumination through the hashish trance. It
is religious illumination that is the false, anaesthetizing, illumination and only profane, secularized,
illumination can transcend it to bring about changes in consciousness that would, in turn, change the world.
“It is profane, narcotic illumination that offers a vision of profanity and stirs within it the slumbering potential
that would not let it remain debased profanity.” 155 However, as we have explored, the psychedelic
experience is inherently a spiritual, and almost religious, experience. As such, Benjamin sought to
overcome the chemically produced pseudo-profane illumination:
But the true, creative overcoming of religious illumination certainly does not lie in narcotics.
It resides in a profane illumination, a materialistic, anthropological inspiration, to which
hashish, opium, or whatever else can give an introductory lesson. (But a dangerous one;
and the religious lesson is stricter…. The most passionate investigation of telepathic
phenomena, for example, will not teach us half as much about reading (which is an
eminently telepathic process) as the profane illumination of reading will teach us about the
telepathic phenomena. And the most passionate investigation of the hashish trance will not
teach us half as much about thinking (which is eminently narcotic) as the profane
illumination of thinking will teach us about the hashish trance. The reader, the thinker, the
loiterer, the flâneur, are types of illuminati just as much as the opium eater, the dreamer,
the ecstatic. And more profane. (Surrealism, pp 209, 216)
Despite Benjamin’s use of drugs to achieve illumination, he rejects their necessity and, in fact,
posits that the realm of illumination is more profane, more secular, when narcotics are not involved. The
hashish trance can teach us much about the world and can open our eyes to the possible obliteration of
the myth of capital; this is narcotic illumination. But profane illumination is the sober understanding of why
the obliteration of the capitalist myth is possible within a hashish trance and yet so difficult in sobriety. Thus,
Benjamin develops a theory of art that will replace narcotic illumination with a truly profane illumination
which can obliterate the collective nightmare through mass awakening. Theodor Adorno described
Benjamin’s project as an attempt “to render accessible by rational means the range of experience that
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announces itself in schizophrenia.” 156 And Benjamin’s friend, Gershom Scholem, expressed that Benjamin
sought to rescue “the intoxication of cosmic experience that the human being of antiquity possessed…for
the expected seizure of power by the proletariat.” 157 Benjamin understood that the masses could not be
shown this “grand cosmic experience” through mass psychedelic intoxication. But he could not fail to see
the innate political forces imbued within the dialectic of dreaming and waking. Writing to Max Horkheimer
in 1938 Benjamin expressed the following:
Critical theory cannot fail to recognize how deeply certain powers of intoxication [Rausch]
are bound to reason and to its struggle for liberation. What I mean is, all the insights that
man has ever obtained surreptitiously through the use of narcotics can also be obtained
through the human: some through the individual – through the man or through the woman;
others through groups; and some, which we dare not even dream of yet, perhaps only
through the community of the living. Aren’t these insights, by virtue of the human solidarity
from which they arise, truly political in the end? (On Hashish, p 145)
With this, let us turn to how these insights are obtained through the human. Let us turn to art.

3. Beyond Intoxicants – A General Aesthetic Theory
As we have established, the psychedelic experience in Benjamin’s opinion is an experience that can be
truly revolutionary. The mechanisms of the capitalist mode of production create such traumatic shock
experiences that the human synaesthetic system reverses its primary function from that of aesthetics to
one of anaesthetics. The human sensorium has been degraded to such a great extent by selfanaesthetization and by chemical anaesthetization that we are merely another object in a world of objects
and our reification through the fetishization of the commodity has made us just another commodity amongst
commodities. Through chemical means, with the use of psychedelic substances, Benjamin was able to
envision a path toward aesthetic redemption that would cause the subject to fall into a waking-dream state
where time and space where warped to unimaginable proportions – time extending to eternity so that the
user could capture the dialectic image in a now-of-recognizability; where the subject would experience the
world as complete montage, revealing its true nature; where the subject was confronted with their own
death – the death of their ego – and by passing through this veil of death they could be reborn, redeemed,
outside of the confines in which our narrow waking sensibilities constrict us with a new connection of
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sameness and understanding of the world. Benjamin wanted the whole world to experience this aesthetic
redemption so that they could collectively surmount from the nightmare of the bourgeois dream and
awaken, truly awaken. Benjamin saw dangers of the mass use of drugs to achieve illumination and thus he
turned to art.

3.1 Surrealism and Epic Theater
As we already know, in 1929, one year after he began experimenting with hashish, Benjamin produced his
famed essay: “Surrealism: The Last Snapshot of the European Intelligentsia.” It is clear that his early studies
had a marked impact on his intellectual method. During his study of the Trauerspiel, Benjamin developed
a theory of the unprecedented power of allegory in literary works. Surrealism added another layer to this;
not only was the artform largely written in allegory, but it was presented as montage. This coming to
realization of the power of montage as a tool for revolutionary praxis would lead Benjamin to employ it in
many of his works until his death in 1940. He was deploying the method in his own writing as early as 1926
with the publication of “One-Way Street,” which is written entirely in an allegorical montage. What is
interesting to note here, as has already been established, is that “One-Way Street” was Benjamin’s
proclamation of the need for radical, communist, political praxis and his employment of allegorical montage
in this piece tells us the power, and political potential, with which Benjamin thought was contained in this
method. “Benjamin strives to make philosophy surrealistic.”158
The Surrealists had a profound philosophical impact on Benjamin because they sought to take the
dream consciousness of society and bring it to the forefront of recognition. “Surrealists intentionally put
themselves in a dream state of mind in order to record the images of what modern reality had become.” 159
The movement incorporated the warping of space and time into its artwork as well as motifs on the dream
state and consciousness. The Persistence of Memory by Salvador Dalí originates from three years after
Benjamin wrote his surrealism essay. But in the method of the surrealists, it incorporates all of the themes
that Benjamin describes in his drug experiments. This picture is being used because of the heightened way
in which it expresses these motifs. The subject enters a dream world, the space is foreign and yet familiar,
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seemingly having no end. There is time, but
its movement (if it even moves at all) is
incomprehensible. André Breton160 was
skeptical of realism’s ability to bring about
change in the material world because he felt
that realism only allows us to understand the
world in relation to our own experience. Like
Benjamin, Breton thought that experience
had fallen and thus was wholly incapable of
Figure 4. Salvador Dalí, The Persistence of Memory, 1931, Oil on Canvass,
9 ½ x 13”, Museum of Modern Art, New York, NY. Accessed: March 29,
2020. https://www.moma.org/collection/works/79018. An example of
surrealist painting.

revealing the true nature of society. He felt
that “any kind of search for truth which is not

in conformance with accepted practices” was forbidden in modernity and was quickly deemed mere
superstition.161 Thus, presenting the world through the imagination, or rather through the dream, offered
the space in which the perception of the very nature of reality could be turned on its head. “The surrealists
place such an emphasis on the indexical relation of an object to its representation because surrealism’s
fundamental project is to release the unconscious forces that leave their imprint on the visible world….”162
Surrealist works could certainly be billed as superstition and imagination, but they never pretended that this
was not what they fundamentally were. However, embedded within this imagination was a semblance of
the real world that could be realized for what it was. Breton conjectured that it was surrealism’s job to usher
the subject into the ‘secret society’ of death163 and likewise Benjamin proclaimed: “surrealism is the death
of the nineteenth century in comedy.” 164
The Surrealists thought that realism left the viewer alienated from the world. Through the “shock”
of comedy or the “shock” of hyper-alienation, the surrealist movement attempted to de-alienate the subject
from the world around them by revealing the true nature of the subject’s relationship through offering an
alternative to the “real” assumptions about the world and exposing the unconscious elements that are often
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the source of alienation in the first place. Note the use of shock here referring not to the shock produced by
the industrial process but rather the cooptation of the industrial shock reformulated for therapeutic means.
“Benjamin makes use of surrealism, then, not only for its shocklike aesthetics but also because the
movement provides a conceptual paradigm with the potential to explain why these shocklike aesthetics
work to political effect.”165 Additionally, this “death” of the nineteenth century is important here because, as
we have already established for both the literary and the personal, the history of the nineteenth century is
thereby stripped of its material content leaving only the truth content of the period which can be seized in
the moment of its recognizability for use in the present moment qua historical knowledge. Benjamin’s hope
was that through awakening from the dream of the nineteenth century, through the realization of it as the
nightmare that it was, the present moment of humanity – which for Benjamin included the growing rise of
fascism in Germany –would question the true motives of the bourgeois interests that directed the functioning
of all society. “Surrealism has come ever closer to the communist answer. And that means pessimism all
along the line. Absolutely. Mistrust in the fate of literature, mistrust in the fate of freedom, mistrust in the
fate of European humanity, but three times mistrust in all reconciliation: between classes, between nations,
between individuals.”166 Thus it was the project of surrealism to “win the energies of intoxication for the
revolution.”167 I do not believe Benjamin means merely the ecstasy felt when one is intoxicated, but rather
the fundamental change within the core of the subject’s consciousness which is precipitated by the
experience of intoxication, i.e. profane illumination, and which presupposes revolutionary praxis. As such,
profane illumination has to be transposed to the drug experience because it was developed as the
“surrealist road to the redemption of everyday reality…” 168 which is precisely why the artistic method over
intoxication, for Benjamin, can be seen as the superior form in which illumination is achieved.
Furthermore, “Benjamin’s goal was not to represent the dream, but to dispel it: Dialectical images
were to draw dream images into an awakened state….”169 But as I have argued, Benjamin is not simply
trying to dispel the bourgeois nightmare, he is also attempting to transcend it by realizing the proletarian
dream. For Breton believed that “imagination alone offers…some intimation of what can be….”170
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Surrealism was attempting to obliterate the nightmare precisely through the imaginative possibilities of the
future. It is in the moment of awakening that we find a decisive break between the ideology of the surrealists
and that of Benjamin. The surrealists too often did not want to transcend the realm of dreams but rather
wanted to simply bring about a new world of dreams and in so doing “closed their eyes to history….”171
Benjamin wanted to transcend the world of dreams altogether – while on the one-hand remembering the
nightmare of the bourgeois dream so as to not repeat it, and on the other hand remembering the utopian
dream of the proletariat – so as to place the subject’s existence in a complete realm of waking reality.
“Benjamin’s goal, within the ‘legacy of surrealism,’ was to connect the shock of awakening with the discipline
of remembering and thereby mobilize the historical objects….” 172
Surrealism had another deficiency with which Benjamin struggled; that of its inability to create a
mass consciousness, or mass reaction, to the art. Benjamin saw that, despite being a unique individual,
one will always have similarities to their peers; this creates the ability for collective action. “Painting, by its
very nature, cannot provide an object of simultaneous collective reception.”173 Additionally, collective
reception of art improved the mimetic capabilities with which a work ought to contain by providing the space
for the recognition of the other; something Benjamin is expressing painting and reading cannot accomplish.
Paintings are often hung in private homes, to be enjoyed by oneself.
A painting has always exerted a claim to be viewed primarily by a single person or by a
few. The simultaneous viewing of paintings by a large audience as happens in the
nineteenth century, is an early symptom of the crisis in painting, a crisis triggered not only
by photography but, in a relatively independent way, by the artwork’s claim to the attention
of the masses. Painting, by its very nature, cannot provide an object of simultaneous
collective reception. (WATR, pp 116-117)
If there are any feelings of connectivity produced by the painting, they are minimal and un-revolutionary at
best; it “gives the masses no means of organizing and regulating their response”174 to the work of art.
Benjamin expresses a similar feeling in regards to the novel, positing it as an absolutely isolating medium.175
This is expressed in conjunction with his theory of the loss of experience (experience being defined by
Benjamin as “lived similarities”176) which is precipitated by the anaesthetizing, shock forces of modernity.
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Thus, art’s goal is to turn back the aesthetic degradation of humanity by returning experience to the subject
of which mass experience, or at least a feeling of mass connectivity and sameness, must be present in
order to constitute experience at all.
Benjamin’s marked interest in surrealism and his clear sanguinity in its ability to bring about
revolutionary change was a fundamental break from Marxist aesthetics up to that point and largely remains
so to this day. This, along with his “Work of Art in the Age of its Technological Reproducibility” would set off
the great aesthetic debates of the 1930’s between himself, Theodor Adorno, György Lukács, Bertolt Brecht,
and Ernst Bloch. Lukács would find himself alone on one side of the argument, arguing against
expressionism in its entirety; conveying that the expressionists were mere ideologues working in the realm
of pure fantasy which could never amount to revolutionary action and, in fact, discouraged any process of
revolutionary clarification. He felt that realism is the only medium that could convey the true nature of the
world through the proletarian struggle and in doing so he staunchly rejected, to the point of denouncing, the
validity of his earlier work The Theory of the Novel.177 The remainder of these intellectuals would support
the validity of expressionism as a revolutionary art form but would break with one another with regards to
whether or not technologically reproduced art was a tool of the oppressed or the oppressor. We will return
to this debate in greater detail in the next section. For now, we must recognize that Benjamin saw incredible
potential in the method of surrealism to recreate the fundamental alteration in consciousness via the
redemption of humanity’s aesthetic potential and experience that must presuppose revolutionary praxis.
But he expressed that the medium of surrealism fell short of being able to provide such an intoxication.
The theme of freedom once inspiring the radicalism of youth now reappears in the fullness
of the “surrealist experience,” with the loosening of the self and measured obliteration of
the threshold separating dream and waking world…. In expounding this emancipatory
potential, Benjamin makes clear that the surrealists themselves were not always equal to
the task of profane illumination entailed in the revolutionary poetic life, drawn as they
sometimes were, in their sabotage of liberal-humanistic rationalism and in their “overheated
fantasies,” to an undialectical concept of myth, dream, and the unconscious. (WB:CL, p
312)
Thus, Benjamin was left searching for a medium that could reconcile surrealism’s intoxicating form with a
medium that would enhance it.
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The same year in which his essay on surrealism was published, Benjamin would meet Bertolt
Brecht and finally encounter a medium that may have been exactly what he was looking for; namely, “epic
theater.” As we have established, Brecht was a very influential figure in Benjamin’s radical turn to Marxism.
Brecht’s own turn to communism happened in 1929 as well when he was looking to write a play on the
stock market and was trying to better understand the main features of the capitalist mode of production. He
began reading Das Kapital but sought clarification in his understanding and joined a course on the matter
at the Karl Marx School in Berlin; that course was taught by Karl Korsch. 178 We know that Brecht introduced
Benjamin to Korsch but we cannot be certain to what degree Benjamin relied on Korsch through his own
means, or to what degree Brecht is responsible for that shift in Benjamin’s thinking. Though Brecht did not
create epic theater, he turned it into the worthwhile experiment that it became.
So, the question then becomes: what is epic theater? Benjamin would attempt to answer this in an
essay published (with the tittle “What is Epic Theater?”) in 1939, but he was looking at the method much
sooner than this with an essay titled “A Family Drama in Epic Theater” as well as in his essay “Theater and
Radio” both published in 1932. “In his epic theater…, Brecht sought to illuminate the historically specific
features of an environment in order to show how that environment influenced, shaped, and often battered
and destroyed the characters.”179 Benjamin defined it as “the theater of a hero that is beaten.” 180 That being
said, the plot of epic theater is of secondary importance, what is important is the method of staging the
production. Brecht developed a technique commonly known as the “alienation effect” [Verfremdungseffekt]
which is “intended to ‘estrange’ or ‘distance’ [or ‘alienate’] the spectator and thus prevent empathy and
identification with the situation and characters and allow the adoption of a critical attitude toward the actions
in the play.”181 Instead of passively observing the production, the viewer would be forced to be absorbed
by the production in some manner through immersion. Benjamin felt that epic theater had the capability of
altering the way the viewer experienced the passage of time because the tension and the suspense in this
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type of production was not reliant on the climax of the story but rather built into each scene. 182 As we know,
Benjamin feels that the alteration of time is a fundamental aspect in the experience of intoxication. Another
fundamental aspect of epic theater is “the interruption.” Precisely in the moments that the viewer might start
empathizing with the characters on stage, or better yet the moment in which a viewer is so enraptured by
the production that they nearly forget that they are viewing a play, the scene is interrupted in some manner
to bring the viewer back to their point as a critical observer. “The most basic example would be a family
scene that is interrupted by the entrance of a stranger.” 183 But this can happen in much more intricate ways;
a light boom can swing into view, a character can begin speaking to the audience, an actor who previously
portrayed a certain character can enter as someone entirely different, or it can be the abrupt and
unsuspected ending of a piece of music (say, just as it felt as though it were reaching its climax). There is
one final effect that I wish to mention before moving on and that is what Benjamin refers to as “theater on
dais.” This is a technique where the theater as a space is altered in some manner to have a profound effect
on the viewer. This could be that the stage height is lower than in a traditional play bringing the actors closer
to the audience, or it could be that the orchestra pit is left empty increasing the feeling of distance.184 Once
again, this alteration of space is a crucial element within the experience of intoxication. All of these serve
to alienate the viewer and place them outside of the scope of the play forcing them to critically confront the
production, not as an art form, but as a medium conveying a message. “By alienating the viewer Brecht
sought to forestall the illusory, merely aesthetic resolution of the conflicts that have arisen in the drama and
spur the viewer to rational, independent judgement – not just judgement about art, but judgement about
crucial facets of life itself which serve as the drama’s content.” 185 The dynamic performances of epic theater
along with the fact that the performance is experienced as a collective, led Benjamin to view this form of art
as being inherently more revolutionary than the surrealist movement. Benjamin relates the technique of
interruption to the technique of using quotes in writing and other forms of montage.
Despite all of the contributions that the Benjamin-Brecht relationship made in filling the deficiencies
of surrealism as a revolutionary artform, there was still something missing. Though Brecht was advancing
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revolutionary theories of the play and stage production, Brecht was not on the cutting edge of artistic
development as a whole. “Both Brecht and Korsch stress the primary importance of production in social life
and see socialism as a constant revolutionizing of the forces and relations to production. Thus, in opposition
to such critics as György Lukács, Brecht defended the need to innovate, experiment, and produce new
aesthetic forms.”186 This is an idea that Benjamin himself also held. In his “Surrealism” essay, Benjamin
alludes to the importance of technological innovation, with respect to artwork, that he would not explore so
deeply for seven more years:
The collective is a body, too. And the physis that is being organized for it in technology
can, through all its political and factual reality, be produced only in that image space to
which profane illumination initiates us. Only when in technology body and image space so
interpenetrate that all revolutionary tension becomes bodily collective innervation, and all
the bodily innervations of the collective become revolutionary discharge, has reality
transcended itself to the extent demanded by the Communist Manifesto. (Surrealism, pp
217-218)
But Brecht was not at the forefront of technological innovation in the realm of art. Epic theater was born out
of film; an attempt to co-opt the montage features of film and apply it to the realm of the play. 187 In this
sense, the stage play, no matter what innovation was brought into it, would be a regression of art. The main
complaint by Benjamin being that, even though the live theater allows for a mass reaction within the
audience – something the surrealist art could never compete with – it can only ever be received in one
theater at one given moment. In this sense, Benjamin saw even the radio as a superior art form to live
theater. Benjamin believes that “it is hopeless [for theater] to try and compete with the technological
resources available to radio and cinema.”188 Additionally, Benjamin believed that the technological
reproduction of art causes the complete disintegration of the artwork’s “aura,” something we will explore
more below. Benjamin does not think that the artistic endeavors of painting, live theater, and writing should
end, but rather that their ability to redeem the synaesthetic systems of humanity has come and gone.
Benjamin believes, as demonstrated in the quote from “Surrealism” above, that only technology, and more
precisely the cutting edge of technology, is in a position to organize the masses as a collective, feeling,
body; once profane illumination is reached through the collective reception of art thereby redeeming
humanity, that energy of intoxication created by such an experience cannot do anything other than release
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itself in a revolutionary moment. With art’s technological reproducibility “the creation of conditions which
would make it possible for capitalism to abolish itself,”189 are, for the first time in human history, possible.

3.2 “The Work of Art in the Age of its Technological
Reproducibility”
By the mid 1920’s, Benjamin was moving away from a primary focus on literary criticism and into the realm
of cultural criticism caused, in part, from his failure to habilitate his Trauerspiel study. As we have already
mentioned, it was during his final push to finish his Trauerspiel study that led him to the chance meeting of
Asja Lacis. After his failure to habilitate, Benjamin would go and stay with Lacis in Moscow during which
time Benjamin had his first foyer into the technological reproducibility of art. In 1927, Benjamin would publish
his short essay “On the Present Situation of Russian Film” in Die literarische Welt. In this piece, Benjamin
makes very brief, but nonetheless important remarks with regard to Dziga Vertov (whom we will return to
later) and Sergei Mikhailovich Eisenstein on their attempts to remove the film actor from cinematic
production and instead film society at large in an effort to remove “the mask” of modernity. He then goes
on to say that Russian attempts to take film to the peasantry for viewing is one of “the most grandiose masspsychological experiments ever undertaken….”190 Despite the overly positivistic tone of this essay,
Benjamin does acknowledge that the governmental control and regulation over the film industry, concerning
what can be filmed and how it can be distributed, has an overall “depressing effect” on the quality of film
produced.191 Through the rest of the decade, Benjamin would write the occasional piece on technologically
reproduced film including a couple of essays on Charlie Chaplin. However, most of his pieces concerning
the subject including “Theater and Radio,” “Little History of Photography,” and “The Work of Art in the Age
of its Technological Reproducibility” would really find their footing in the 1930’s. By the end of 1929 and into
the early 1930’s, Benjamin would make acquaintance with several photographers including Germaine Krull,
Sasha Stone, and would reconnect with his old friend László Maholy-Nagy who, collectively, would
influence Benjamin to take on a more in-depth study of art in the age of its reproduction which would result
in his essay, a “Little History of Photography,” published in 1931.192
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In a “Little History of Photography,” Benjamin
explores the profound impact that the photographic form
would have on all future artistic endeavors and begins to
explore how these might lead to the redemption of
humankind. The advent of photography in the early to mid1800’s precipitated a crisis in art. The reproducibility of the
photograph makes, generally, a more marketable form in
the commodity sphere that, as we will see in a moment,
eroded the authority of the “unique” work of art qua art.
Benjamin indicates

that the first proclamations of

photography as an art coincided directly with the attempts
to commodify photography and turn the medium into a
business.193 This crisis led to a reactionary move within the
realm of art through the creation of a “negative theology” Figure 5. Germaine Krull, Street Fair Slide, 1928, Gelatin
Silver Print, 9x6”, Museum of Modern Art, New York, NY.

which took the form of l’art pour l’art (art for art’s sake). This Accessed: March 29, 2020.

https://www.moma.org/collection/works/83822

was “an idea of ‘pure’ art, which rejects not only any social function but any definition in terms of
representational content.”194 Benjamin staunchly rejected the l’art pour l’art movement, especially in his
essay on reproducibility, citing the theology as the fascistic representation of art which seeks to produce
expression without challenging the structures of oppression. 195
Returning to the technical innovations that photography pioneered and which Benjamin saw as
revolutionary, the first major innovation rising out of the advent of photography is that of the “optical
unconscious.” What Benjamin means by this term is that by catching a still image of reality, one can dwell
in perpetuity over that snapshot in time. In doing so, one is able to bring to the fore of consciousness
otherwise unconscious aspects of that moment, of human relations, of human relatability, and of other
natures that once were hidden by the conscious perception of the viewer. This can also be a product of
slow-motion, adjustment of scale, and other techniques that become available only with the advent of
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photography; techniques which would be perfected and built upon in the era of film.196 The decline of the
mimetic perception of individuals, which corresponds to shock experiences, and the decline of the sensory
system of humanity as a whole, can be redeemed through the optical unconscious much in the way it is
redeemed in the psychedelic state. A photograph creates an image of a precise moment that can be viewed
in all other moments, similar to the way in which the “perpetual present” creates the space to analyze
features that might otherwise flit by. As such, with photographs, the optical unconscious allows the viewer
to make connections and draw similarities that would have ordinarily been missed by the waking-conscious
state which, in turn, make the optical unconscious of photographs akin to the waking-dreams which are
experienced in the psychedelic state but are here produced through photographic effects and manipulation
which create a space for the world to reveal itself as it truly is.197
One of the most important aspects of Benjamin’s essay on photography is the development of his
concept of “aura” which we know was of interest to Benjamin as early as 1927 in the drug protocols.
Benjamin defines the aura in a “Little History of Photography” as “a strange weave of space and time: the
unique appearance or semblance of distance, no matter how close it may be.” 198 In his Arcades Project,
Benjamin elaborates on this definition by positing the aura as “the distance opened up with the look that
awakens in an object perceived.” 199 Thus the aura is not only a distance, but a distance that is created
when a subject’s gaze is returned by another subject or even an object. It is the collective representation
of the artwork’s “presence, authenticity, and authority….”200 This distance which is the essence of the aura,
is countered by the tendency of the masses to want to bring an object closer to them. 201 If an artwork, say
a painting, is a unique copy, then the masses are never able to bring this object closer to them and the aura
– the presence, authenticity, and authority – of the artwork is profound. “At issue here is the fetishizing of
the work of art, something occasioned less through creation than through transmission. If the work of art
remains a fetish, a distanced and distancing object that exerts an irrational and incontrovertible power, it
may attain a sacrosanct inviolability within a culture. It also remains in the hands of the privileged few.” 202
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However, with the advent of photography the authenticity of a work of art no longer matters, or at least
matters less, as the authentic piece generally holds no greater authority than the reproductions. And as
such, the presence exerted by the authentic piece on the subject is diminished if not outright eliminated.
This human tendency to bring things closer can only really be achieved through mass-reproduction of
objects which only becomes truly realizable in the technological age.
Now, to bring things closer to us, or rather to the masses, is just as passionate an inclination
in our day as the overcoming of whatever is unique in every situation by means of its
reproduction. Every day the need to possess the object in close-up in the form of a picture,
or rather a copy, becomes more imperative. And the difference between the copy, which
illustrated papers and newsreels keep in readiness, and the original picture is
unmistakable. Uniqueness and duration are as intimately intertwined in the latter as are
transience and reproducibility in the former. The peeling away of the objects shell, the
destruction of the aura, is the signature of a perception whose sense for the sameness of
things has grown to the point where even the singular, the unique, is divested of its
uniqueness – by means of reproduction. (LHP, p 519). Emphasis added.
Thus, through the technological reproduction of art, the aura begins to diminish and in turn, the basic
functioning of the synaesthetic system, of which mimetic perception is the most rudimentary expression of
this system, can begin to be redeemed.
Eight years later, in 1939, Benjamin would further elucidate his concept of the aura in his essay
“On Some Motifs in Baudelaire.” Here, Benjamin explores the aura in relation to the subject’s involuntary
memory [mémoire involuntaire] as derived from Marcel Proust’s In Search of Lost Time. Benjamin says that
“the aura attaching to the object [any object] of a perception corresponds precisely to the experience
[Erfahrung] which, in the case of an object of use, inscribes itself as long practice.”203 As such, the aura is
directly related to experience and tradition (or ritual). The authority derived from the piece of art is thus born
out of the cultic-ritual from which it develops. The involuntary memory of a subject is reduced in the era of
technological reproducibility because we can now record events “as image and sound – through the
apparatus.”204 To put all of this together, Benjamin references the aura as something which we can never
get our fill of. We can smell a flower and that fragrance implants itself deep in our memory. When we
confront that fragrance again, we might involuntarily be taken back to a specific moment and a specific
memory which that smell represents for us. We constantly crave that memory, fragrance, and experience.
“According to this view, the painting we look at reflects back at us that of which our eyes will never have
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their fill….The distinction between photography and painting is therefore clear….to the gaze that will never
get its fill of a painting, photography is rather like food for the hungry or drink for the thirsty.” 205 We have an
“unquenchable” delight in the beautiful and painting in particular seeks to reproduce the involuntary memory
through the beautiful. Technologically reproduced art, according to Benjamin, does not seek to reproduce
the beautiful, nor does the beautiful have any place in it. And when the beauty, or rather material content,
of a work of art is stripped away, we are left with the piece’s truth content. Radnóti summarizes the lack of
beauty in technologically reproduced art in the following manner: “the symbolic truth of the artistically
beautiful must be replaced by the truth-content of the work of art; the work of art must cease to be world in
order to be able to become expression of the world.”206 As such, the work of art must be taken to its death
and redeemed so that the truth content can be revealed. Beauty is only reflective of the “masking” materialcontent of a work of art and, according to Benjamin, through the destruction of the aura in technologically
reproduced art, the material-content is destroyed along with it and thus, beauty has no place in the
technologically reproduced piece of art; only truth-content. Additionally, “to experience the aura of an object
we look at means to invest it with the ability to look back at us,” and when it looks back at us it creates a
“‘unique apparition of distance” where “the essentially distant is the unapproachable; and unapproachability
is the primary quality of the ritual image.’”207 As such, the destruction of the aura is also a destruction of
tradition. Not a rejection of tradition, nor a rejection of cultural history, but an obliteration of said tradition’s
hold on the present. “Only in the process of disintegration can the aura be recognized as a qualitative
component of (past) experience” which then opens up “the very possibility of remembering, that is
imagining, a different world.”208 Benjamin saw the decline of the aura as a positive result of the technological
reproduction of art that would open up the possibility of transcending the proletarian nightmare of the
bourgeoise dream. But, like all of the artwork that Benjamin explored up to this point, photography had its
limitations in bringing about the synaesthetic redemption that the human sensorium is desperately in need
of. Though photography precipitated the decline of the aura, it would not destroy it. With the advent of film,
however, the aura would be obliterated. “For the first time in world history, technological reproducibility
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emancipates the work of art from its parasitic subservience to ritual.” 209 Additionally, though photography
could be received by the masses due to its inherent mass-reproducibility, the actual enjoyment of the piece
was largely consumed on an individualistic level; this would not be the case with the rise of the cinema.
There are several interesting effects that happen through film which Benjamin thought took place
in no other art. First, the art piece’s aura is completely destroyed; taking place in a couple of ways. To start,
the film actor performs in front of a “panel of experts” but the actor’s performance is ultimately for the
apparatus; the camera. The inability for the camera to return a gaze alienates the actor but, ultimately, the
actor is able to conquer the machine, triumph over it by “asserting his humanity,” and use it in his service.
In the evening, crowds of people who have spent their entire day being subjugated and used by the
machines of industry, enter the cinema to watch the actor triumph over the machine on their behalf.
The triumph of the actor’s ‘humanity’ is… a Pyrrhic victory; its power to move an audience
is due to the negative reality it temporarily eclipses, the social and historical experience of
alienation. Hence the alternative to the cinema’s mirroring and administering of reified
forms of identity is not simply a positive representation of the masses but, rather, a film
practice that would give aesthetic expression to the scars of human self-alienation
(Selbstentfremdung).” (“Benjamin, Cinema, and Experience,” p 206)
Secondly, Benjamin posits that the actor is not an artist but merely a performer who is taking a test in front
of a “panel of experts.”210 The true art of the film lies in the piece’s editing and reconstruction as montage.
This destroys, for the first time, the aura of the actor. 211 Another defining aspect of the aura, for Benjamin,
is tied to the “here and now” with which an object or subject returns the gaze; the actor is deprived of this
as they are acting for the apparatus “here and now” but will not be received by the masses until the film is
transported to them much later.212 This erosion of the actor’s aura opens the space for ordinary people, the
masses at large, to be filmed. In fact, Benjamin says that “any person today can lay claim to being filmed,”
which puts the masses in a unique position to control and sway the content produced for film through their
position as “quasi-expert.” 213 The claim by the masses to be filmed is arguably nowhere better represented
than in Dziga Vertov’s films of the 1920’s. In “On the Present Situation on Russian Film,” Benjamin mentions
Vertov’s works but acknowledges that he has been unsuccessful in following through with revealing the
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true nature of the social situation in Russia
through the filming of the masses.214
However, Benjamin’s essay on Russian
film was released in 1927; two years
before Vertov would release his famed
Man with a Movie Camera which would
seek to capture Russian social life with no
interludes or descriptions but simply by
Figure 6. Dziga Vertov, still photo from Man with a Movie Camera. 1929.

filming the masses, industrial technology,

and the interrelationships thereof. Man with a Movie Camera is a cinematic masterpiece that would push
the envelope of editing and montage technique in order to create an experience that reveals something
truly remarkable about Soviet social life in the 1920’s but one that can be removed from its historical
moment, stripped of its material content, and whose truth content - as redeemed material content – can be
redeemed and turned into an experience that transcends a particular “here and now.” This film is a prime
example of the psychedelic drug experience being replicated in the format of cinematic experience.
To return to our previous discussion, what results from the transposition of the film to a location in
front of the masses, as well as the right of the masses to lay claim to being filmed is that “the distinction
between author and public…los[es] its axiomatic character.” 215 In his piece, “Author as Producer,” Benjamin
takes aim at the left-wing intelligentsia who side with “the proletariat only in his attitudes, not as producer.” 216
By this, Benjamin means that one should be skeptical of the intellectual who espouses proletarian ideology
but makes no efforts to fundamentally transform the oppressive mode of production. Benjamin is attempting
to establish a relationship between an artwork’s “political tendency” and the work’s quality qua art. Benjamin
is not attempting to establish a correct political tendency through the political ideology of the work, but rather
through the work’s form. In order for a work to have the correct political tendency, Benjamin posits that the
work must push the envelope of what is considered the correct method of production in the field and this
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will necessitate the correct political tendency of the work.217 Benjamin relies on Brechtian motifs, here, to
show how Brecht, the author, is radically transforming the mode of production of the modern play, as
producer, through his revolutionary style of epic theater. In film, however, Benjamin believes that the
masses take up the position of author, and subsequently the position of producer, through their demands
on film from their position as quasi-expert. Thus, the author is not merely espousing proletarian ideals but,
due to the modern intensification of the proletarianization of the masses, the author is the proletarian
masses themselves. As such, the political tendency of the work of art necessarily will be “correct,” as in it
will be towards the transcendence of the bourgeoise nightmare which dictates the acceptable methods of
production. Film could then establish itself as the educational tool which Benjamin believes it must be.
“Benjamin argues that if we are to overcome the pervasive reifying power of the social apparatus, new
technologized art forms such as film must provide ‘polytechnic training’ in the ‘organizing and regulating’ of
responses to the lived environment.”218 That being said, Benjamin was skeptical of the art that told the
receiver how to think or feel; this is propaganda. “The most extraordinary things, marvelous things, are
related with the greatest accuracy, but the psychological connections among the events are not forced upon
the reader [or viewer]. It is left up to him to interpret things the way he understands them, and thus the
narrative achieves an amplitude that information lacks.” 219 By means of the film’s construction as entirely
montage, the power of film lies, much like Benjamin’s own work, in the form’s ability to show or reveal
everything and tell nothing.
Taking a closer look at the method in which film is made, we can easily see how it reveals the world
to the masses in a similar way which the psychedelic experience reveals it to the individual. The montage
nature of film serves to reveal to the viewer the “true nature” of the world through the “optical unconscious.”
Just as the optical unconscious of the photograph reveals aspects of reality that are typically blocked by
our waking-conscious, so too does this happen within film but to an even more extreme degree. Through
the camera’s “swooping and rising, disrupting and isolating, stretching or compressing a sequence,
enlarging or reducing an object,” the camera reveals “the optical unconscious, just as we discover the
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instinctual unconscious through psychoanalysis.” 220 The world is revealed in a manner wholly outside of
ordinary sense perception. “With the close-up, space expands; with slow motion, movement is extended,”221
time elongated. In fact, through the method of montage, any ordinary sense of time is completely
annihilated. These serve, just as they do in the psychedelic state, to hyper-alienate the viewer in a manner
which can serve “to promote a ‘therapeutic alienation between environment and human beings’ –
therapeutic… in the sense of a ‘distortion of distortion,’ the dialectics of defamiliarization and similarity.” 222
By taking what is generally familiar – be it the simple actions of walking or laughing or even familiar
environments such as the factory floor or a subway station – the camera is able to make them wholly
unfamiliar. Through this defamiliarization, the subject, through a natural desire, searches for some
semblance of familiarity or similarity; rudimentary mimetic perception which serves to kickstart the
synaesthetic redemption of the subject on a mass scale in turn restores the human capability to experience.
It is in this way that technological reproduction gives back to humanity that capacity for
experience which technological production threatens to take away. If industrialization has
caused a crisis in perception due to the speeding up of time and the fragmentation of space,
film shows a healing potential by slowing down time and, through montage, constructing
‘synthetic realities’ as ne spatio-temporal orders wherein the ‘fragmented images’ are
brought together ‘according to a new law.’ (The Dialectics of Seeing, p 268)
In all of these methods, (surrealism, Benjamin’s own allegorical montage, epic theater, and film) the goal is
“not merely to represent reality, but to uncover it…” through a process of alienation which would “provoke
the astonishment of the recipient in the hope that he would cease to regard them as natural and
acceptable.”223 However, while prevailing literature seems to point at simply the “shock” imposed on the
viewer from such a stark alienation,224 I maintain that most of this literature neglects to examine the role in
which the psychedelic, i.e. mind manifesting, experience imparted by these techniques fundamentally alter
the state of consciousness of the viewer. Certainly, the shock plays a part in this role as the user of chemical
psychedelics also experiences a massive shock to the system. But the subject is already so alienated and
anaesthetized from their experience of daily life that there is no reason to believe that a shock imparted
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through surrealist art, epic theater, and later film, would not just lead to the further anaesthetization of the
subject. Thus, it is the entire psychedelic-like intoxication – including the montage visuals, the warping of
space and time, the mass experience of similarity and sameness though the death and rebirth of the ego,
and the heightened perception of the synaesthetic system at the precise moment of the shock – that causes
the subject to be born anew with the sensory and humanistic capabilities of carrying out the transcendence
of the bourgeoise dream. “Art breaks open a dimension inaccessible to other experience, a dimension in
which human beings, nature, and things no longer stand under the law of the established reality
principle…the encounter with the truth of art happens in the estranging language and images which make
perceptible, visible, and audible that which is no longer, or not yet, perceived said or heard in everyday
life.”225 There is no artistic mode, according to Benjamin, that is more capable of this endeavor than that of
film. Benjamin himself relates this powerful experience of film to the psychedelic state when he says:
For in most cases the diverse aspects of reality captured by the film camera lie outside
only the normal spectrum of sense impressions. Many of the deformations and stereotypes,
transformations and catastrophes which can assail the optical world in films afflict the
actual world in psychoses, hallucinations, and dreams. Thanks to the camera, therefore,
the individual perceptions of the psychotic and the dreamer can be appropriated by
collective reception. (WATR, p 118)
This alienation is created in such a way as to instill a sense of shock in the subject but, in a dialectical
reversal of the industrial shock experience, it provides a therapeutic shock, in the same manner that the
surrealists sought this effect, but it is created in a heightened therapeutic form due to film’s production
technique which embodies an entirely “psychedelic-like” form. Finally, the mass reception of the work of art
afforded through the cinema was unique to this medium of art reception. Benjamin felt that the collective
could act as a sort of “shock absorber”226 when a subject experiences these drastic forms of alienation and
shock. The collective reception of these experiences could increase the therapeutic nature of this hyperalienation by turning the newly redeemed mimetic perception and setting it lose into the world outside of
the cinema, through community, which would allow for the organization and regulation of the response, by
the masses, into political action. “The decisive reason for this is that nowhere more than in the cinema are
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the reactions of individuals, which together make up the massive reaction of the audience, determined by
the immanent concentration of reactions into a mass.”227
Despite the overwhelming hope with which Benjamin placed in the medium of film, not everyone
had such a glowing analysis of the technological reproducibility of art. Though Adorno would side with
Benjamin in the aesthetic debates on the question of realism versus expressionism, Adorno would
drastically break with Benjamin over the role that technological reproducibility played in the advancement
of art, expressing concerns that Benjamin overestimated the progressive consequences of mechanically
reproduced art. To be sure, Benjamin recognized and acknowledged the potential for seditious forces to
take control of the artistic form of film. In fact, Benjamin believed that capitalist exploitation already had near
total control over the film industry and that this prevented the masses from making their rightful claim to be
filmed. He recognized the existence of the massive “publicity machine,” what Adorno would later term the
“culture industry,” that mobilized to subvert the will of the people, distorted the ability for the masses to
recognize themselves, and organized a pseudo-auratic cult around the movie star.

228

By 1936, when

Benjamin was writing his work of art essay, surely he was aware of Hitler’s propogandist film, Triumph des
Willens. It would be surprising if this film did not play a part in Benjamin’s warning at the end of his essay
that fascism seeks to organize the masses and give them expression but not give them freedom; where he
declares that fascism aestheticizes politics and “all efforts to aestheticize politics culminate in one point.
That one point is war.”229 Thus, Benjamin thought that the “expropriation of film capital is an urgent demand
for the proletariat.”230 For he recognized that the “self-alienation” of the 1930’s had “reached a point that it
[humanity] can experience its own annihilation as supreme aesthetic pleasure.” 231 Benjamin feared this
aspect of film, and felt it was an urgent need to ensure that it worked for the proletariat.
Despite the dire warnings that Benjamin raised, Adorno did not share Benjamin’s sense of hope
that the technical reproducibility of art would redeem humanity from its reified, sub-human, form. Adorno,
working with Max Horkheimer, would release their work, The Dialectic of Enlightenment, in 1947. In this
work, they dedicate a chapter to what they term the “culture industry.” In stark contrast to Benjamin, Adorno
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thought that mass culture was being controlled from above and imposed on society at large as a means of
mass control. Where “Benjamin’s cultural philosophy is based on a value of choice: on the choice of
communal culture instead of an individualistic one…” and where he posits the individualistic culture as being
mere “ideological fiction,”232 Adorno felt that the culture industry was disposing of individuality in its entirety
and “infecting everything with sameness.”233 This sameness included all mass produced art, which he
believed had to adhere to very strict, pre-approved, processes, and which extended this sameness into the
masses attempting to make one coherent group. Through this consolidation of the masses under one
identity and spirit, Adorno thought that people could be more easily controlled in an era where “it has
become increasingly difficult to keep the public in submission.” 234 “The total effect of the culture industry is
one of anti-enlightenment...” where enlightenment “becomes mass deception and is turned into a means of
fettering consciousness. It impedes the development of autonomous, independent individuals who judge
and decide continuously for themselves.”235 One of the ways through which Adorno believed that this
happens was because the aura, of which he agreed with Benjamin that it was in decline, was not obliterated
as Benjamin suggests but is rather conserved as a “foggy mist,” 236 which becomes most prominent in the
form of the cult, or aura, of the movie star. It is precisely this retention of the aura, or “counterfeit” or “pseudo”
aura, that erodes the objective and revolutionary aspects of film and reduces the medium to a mere
“entertainment or cultural diversion.”237 Benjamin was, in fact, in agreement with Adorno over aspects of
this theory. As mentioned above, Benjamin saw the threat posed to the masses if film is controlled by the
capitalist mode of production which, as a fascistic tendency, could only lead to the destruction of humanity.
Additionally, Benjamin saw the demise of the silent film and the rise of the sound film as precisely this
attempt by capitalist forces to exert a greater control over the mass synaesthetic organization and response
to the artwork that was deemed politically dangerous to the status quo.238
In addition to the aura, Adorno staunchly believed in the separation between “high” art and “low”
art; a concept which Benjamin sought to dispel through his essay. Adorno argues that “light” or “low” art,
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meaning art meant for the masses, could not really be considered art at all. In fact, he believed that film,
which he considered the central sector of the culture industry, no longer even tries to present itself as art
because it has already established, in the minds of the masses, itself as such regardless of what it
produces.239 One reason why Adorno favored high art was because he felt that people did not cherish the
art in the first place but rather, due to the fetish character of money, appreciated art solely in relation to the
sum of money which they paid for it. “As long as it was expensive, art kept the citizen within some bounds.
That is now over. Art’s unbounded proximity to those exposed to it, no longer mediated by money,
completes the alienation between work and consumer, which resemble each other in triumphant
reification.”240 This debate fundamentally becomes a “dispute between high culture and mass culture,” 241
which boils down to how each of these individuals ascribes quality to art. As to where Benjamin attempted
to establish a relationship between an artwork’s quality and its political tendency, Adorno wanted to
establish a relationship between an artwork’s quality and its autonomy. Benjamin felt that the autonomy of
art was what the l’art pour l’art movement entailed and that the utility of art was far more important for
political ends.242 For Adorno, however, “the hallmark of authentic autonomous art is the radical disapproval
of the illusionism of aestheticism of nineteenth-century l’art pour l’art – i.e., the renunciation of the notion of
the closed, organic work of art and its replacement by the fragmentary, open-ended, ‘work in progress.’”243
But the two fundamentally disagree on what this entailed. Benjamin argued that no artwork idealized the
“work in progress” more than film. Due to the montage character of film and the form’s “radical renunciation
of eternal value,” Benjamin considered film the “artwork most capable of improvement” and could therefore
always be considered a work in progress.244 However, Adorno did not believe that autonomous works of
art could ever exist in the realm of mass culture and that the culture industry, by its very nature and
permanence of sameness, “tendentially eliminated” the autonomous work of art. 245 These disagreements
plague the “aesthetic” debates to this very day. Richard Wolin makes the following conclusion on this
disagreement:
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Mechanically reproduced arts such as film and autonomous avant garde art ultimately find
themselves in solidarity with one another insofar as both embody an anti-aesthetic impulse
within art. Each in its own way aims at the destruction of the illusions of affirmative
bourgeoise culture, which reached its apogee with the l’art pour l’art movement of the
nineteenth century… for both types of art, traditional aesthetic values appear as an
unconscionable luxury in a society in which human misery has grown to such proportions.
Avant garde art undermines affirmative culture from within, whereas mechanically
reproduced art seeks to undermine it from without. In this way, each proves the necessary
corrective of the other. (AR, p 212) Emphasis added.
In other words, Adorno’s “high” art is necessary in order to undermine bourgeois culture within the affluent
social strata through direct antagonism of the culture and those who create it while the mechanically
reproduced “low” art, of which Benjamin advocates, seeks to undermine bourgeois culture through the
raising of consciousness of the oppressed classes, revealing the world to them as it truly is so that they
themselves may antagonize the systems from the outside. Thus, both forms of art can make a valid claim
for their methods of disrupting the system.
One final note on the aesthetic dispute between Benjamin and Adorno. Both recognized the
potential validity within the other’s theory of art, and yet each stood firm in their defense of their theory as
against the other. I think it is important to briefly consider the political position and pressures with which
each of these individuals found themselves. Benjamin, in 1936, was in exile in Paris and was acutely aware
of the fascist beast that was rising in Germany and the great sympathies for it which were plaguing Europe
in its entirety. Benjamin, potentially being driven by his historically fluctuating mental state, was becoming
increasingly desperate to develop a theory that would directly counter fascism’s tide and reveal to the
oppressed the dangerous and deadly path down which they were being led. On the other hand, the Institute
for Social Research as a whole, which was located in New York at this time, was under pressure from “antirevolutionary forces” in the United States during this period and “started to adapt to it.”246 This may explain
some of the concern which both Adorno and Horkheimer raised over the overtly political nature of
Benjamin’s work of art essay and their refusal to print it until some of the political antagonization which
Benjamin explicitly sought, was dispelled. Additionally, as we have already established, Adorno was not
fond of Brecht and saw too much of him in Benjamin’s essay. This caused much of the dispute between
these two individuals and may have led to a harsher criticism from Adorno than the work warranted. In
Adorno’s letter to Benjamin critiquing the work of art essay, Adorno concludes: “Indeed I feel that our
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theoretical disagreement is not really a discord between us but rather, that it is my task to hold your arm
steady until the sun of Brecht has once more sunk into exotic waters. Please understand my criticism only
in this spirit.”247 Finally, Benjamin felt that his financial situation was becoming increasingly tenuous during
this period and he was becoming increasingly reliant on the Institute for Social Research as his sole source
of income. Initially determined to defend his position in its entirety, Benjamin’s work of art essay would only
be published within his lifetime in a French language edition, edited by Pierre Klossowski, in 1936; albeit in
a significantly abridged format of which he expressly did not approve. Eventually Benjamin would concede
to the changes to ensure that his essay would make it to print in a timely fashion.248 That being said,
Benjamin would sense that his “attempts to get his essay published in a format suitable to him had, if not
jeopardized, at least destabilized his position within the institute” causing him to reach out to Horkheimer in
an attempt to “’restore the Institute’s confidence” in him.249 This would set off many posthumous debates
surrounding the perceived censorship of Benjamin’s thought by Horkheimer, Adorno, and the Institute. 250 It
is true that Benjamin’s financial situation was tenuous during this period and that he relied on the Institute
largely as his sole source of income. These factors, combined with his fragile mental state which would only
worsen through exile, make it difficult to establish whether Benjamin’s perceived pressures imposed by
Horkheimer were a product of real, unbreakable, institutional pressure or Benjamin’s own desperation and
personal state of emergency. But Benjamin himself would never personally say whether or not he felt
threatened, pressured, or censored by Horkheimer, Adorno, or the Institute and we can be certain that any
pressure on Benjamin for changes to his work was requested without using his precarious financial situation
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as leverage.251 Despite these setbacks, “The Work of Art in the Age of Its Technological Reproducibility” is
probably Benjamin’s best known and most important work to this day.

3.3 Aesthetic Redemption Today
Regardless of the pressures that framed the aesthetic dispute between Benjamin and Adorno and which
swayed the conversation, this was a battle of the wits which neither intellectual could “win.” Benjamin’s
“theory is unique in its approach to modern society, because it takes mass culture seriously not merely as
the source of the phantasmagoria of false consciousness, but as the source of the collective energy to
overcome it.”252 Despite his theory’s “uniqueness,” an uncritical look at the world around us might lead us
to believe that Adorno’s theory has proven to be more accurate in its description of modernity. Benjamin
died while the film industry was still in its adolescence. Though it would see massive growth and change
during the 1920’s and ‘30’s, the maturation, consolidation, and corporatization of every facet of the film
industry would continue with increased intensity through the latter half of the twentieth century and still
continues to this day. Despite the youth of the industry, Benjamin already recognized the ways in which
capitalist forces were using the medium for seditious ends. But in the decades after his death, the rate of
the development of technology would only increase exponentially; likely to a degree which Benjamin could
have never fathomed. The hold which capitalist forces maintain on the technological reproduction of art has
never been greater; today just seven companies control eighty-eight percent of film production and
distribution in the United States.253 Though Benjamin’s hopes of the proletarian expropriation of film capital
and his subsequent aesthetic revolution have failed to manifest, I contend that Adorno’s theory of complete
subversion and control through mass culture has also failed to manifest in its entirety. Instead, both of their
ideas concerning the modern role of art materialize in some form to this very day.
Under a model put forth by Noam Chomsky in his work Manufacturing Consent, the vast majority
of media produced falls under Adorno’s theory of the culture industry whereby capitalist control seeks to
undermine independent consciousness in order to keep the masses in line with the dominant mode of
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production. However, Chomsky argues that at critical moments – usually in times of serious political, social,
and economic uncertainty – truly important works are able to break through the constraints imposed by the
culture industry and are able to make their way to a place in front of the masses.254 During these periods,
revolutionary mass culture in the Benjaminian sense is able to flourish. I believe the most striking example
of this is precisely during the ‘60’s cultural upheaval which took place during the Vietnam War. As will be
elucidated in the appendix, this era was marked by the mass experimentation of psychedelic drug use as
well as collective action against the prevailing capitalist status quo. This period was also marked by an
explosion in revolutionizing art forms which sought to replicate the psychedelic experience through a range
of artistic mediums. Herbert Marcuse, speaking on the movements of the 1960’s and their relationship with
art, conveyed the following:
Today’s rebels want to see, hear, feel new things in a new way: they link liberation with the
dissolution of ordinary and orderly perception. The “trip” [as in the acid trip] involves the
dissolution of the ego shaped by the established society – an artificial and short-lived
dissolution. But the artificial and “private” liberation anticipates, in a distorted manner, an
exigency of the social liberation: the revolution must be at the same time a revolution in
perception which will accompany the material and intellectual reconstruction of society,
creating a new aesthetic environment.
Awareness of the need for such a revolution in perception, for a new sensorium,
is perhaps the kernel of truth in the psychedelic search…The imagination becomes
productive if it becomes the mediator between sensibility on the one hand, and theoretical
as well as practical reason on the other….Such a union has been the distinguishing feature
of art….But the revolt against repressive reason which released the chained power of the
aesthetic in the new sensibility has also radicalized it in art… (An Essay on Liberation, pp
37-38). Emphasis added.
The emergence of the psychedelic rock genre, the materialization of the “protest” song, and the rise of the
“concept album” all sought to organize these collective energies through musical innovation. However, the
advances in film during this period, largely driven by Stanley Kubrick’s technical and artistic innovation,
would arguably provide some of the most important aesthetic contributions to this period.
Stanley Kubrick was a pioneer in film who was influenced at a young age by the works of Sergei
Eisenstein255 and who worked his way into the industry largely through self-funding and crowd-funding (from
friends and family) his earlier work of the 1940’s.256 However, it was his work of the 1960’s through the early
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1970’s that really set him apart. In 1960, he would release his film Spartacus from a novel of the same
name. This would be Kubrick’s first, and only, encounter with the oppressive Hollywood system – or to use
Adorno’s term, the culture industry – which sought to control his artistic freedom and force his work into the
narrow confines which Hollywood saw as acceptable. After Spartacus, Kubrick refused to relinquish control
of his art to Hollywood and would begin to move some of his production to England where he felt that he
could better maintain his artistic autonomy.257 While in England, he would go on to produce Dr. Strangelove;
a production critical of both United States and Soviet involvement the Cold War which warns of the
possibility of total nuclear annihilation resulting from trigger happy government officials who completely
disregard the needs of their nation’s citizens. The film’s reception as being inherently “anti-American” would
lead Kubrick to permanently relocate his production to the United Kingdom. 258 In 1968, he would release
probably his most famous work, 2001: A Space Odyssey. This production would be less overtly political
than his works leading up to it, but it’s political tendency would be unmatched. It is a work that follows the
Benjaminian tendency as much as any work really can. Kubrick completely reinvented the world of film with
2001 through his pioneering production and camera techniques, cutting edge special effects, and a near
total disregard for established “rules” of the trade which broke open the confines of film.259 2001 is a film
which says little, but reveals to the viewer so much about the world, human nature, and the human conflict
with technology. Its general narrative traverses humanity’s history from its origins through to its death and
subsequent redemption and rebirth. The tools which it uses to convey these themes are strikingly similar
to Brecht’s Verfremdungseffekt where tension is built within each scene and does not rely on one single
narrative climax to achieve this effect. Kubrick leans into an artistic use of music and redefines the camera’s
montage abilities in what would appear to be an attempt to hyper-alienate the subject. Despite having never
used acid, and his repeated denials of attempting to recreate the “trip,” this film does so probably more
accurately than any film ever has.260 After his release of 2001: A Space Odyssey, Kubrick would return to
more overtly political themes with his theatrical production of A Clockwork Orange (1971). This film, again
primarily through his use of music and montage, reveals striking and unsettling aspects of modernity which,
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in my opinion, could not have been achieved through Anthony Burgess’ literary text alone. There is no
defined villain in either of these latter two works which, in of itself, flies in the face of Hollywood constraints
and which, in no way, attempt to tell the viewer what is right and wrong or how they should feel, but rather
allows the viewer to reach these conclusions through their own synaesthetic experience. These films offer
a journey of the senses, a moral exploration of humanity, and a sense of connectedness and community
completely through experience without ever dictating to the viewer a concrete moral path. Kubrick is by no
means the only example of works that break through the culture industry to reveal something unique and
“suprahistorical” about society. Other films worth noting that could be critically examined within the
Benjaminian framework include Pink Floyd – The Wall;261 Guillermo Del Toro’s Pan’s Labyrinth; the
theatrical rendition of David Mitchell’s Cloud Atlas; and, most recently, Bong Joon-Ho’s Parasite.
So much has changed technologically, socially, and politically, even since Kubrick’s artistic
achievements of the ‘60’s and ‘70’s, that it becomes difficult to compare artistic forms across these periods.
But if we are going to follow Benjamin’s lead, these forms must utilize the most advanced technology
available to them in order to be considered revolutionary. Neither Adorno nor Benjamin could have
predicted the rise of the internet which would subsequently pave the way for the era of the streaming service
and lead to what would appear to be the decline of the cinema. In many ways, the rise of streaming services
appear to be yet another way in which the culture industry attempts to dispel the means of organizing any
progressive response which the masses might have to technologically reproduced art. One important
struggle for aesthetic redemption of the modern era then becomes: how can we create a mass experience
through these newer means of distribution? Outside of corporate streaming services, which appear to be
designed to distribute the message of the culture industry in a safe, anti-revolutionary manner, the internet
has also given rise to YouTube, Vimeo, and various social media platforms. As such, with the free
dissemination amongst the masses of artistic and intellectual content via these new distribution channels,
one would expect Hollywood’s time as the sole distributor of cinematic experience to be waning. With it, I
believe the likelihood that films of political importance that will be produced through the tightening corporate
grips of Hollywood diminishes as artists take hold of the freedom afforded to them with other routes of
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distribution. It is much easier to circulate visual artwork of political importance through these other, internet
based, channels. This is important. Social media is intended to be an anaesthetizing product of our times;
to help us deal with the daily burdens of capitalism as an individual largely in isolation. The internet, much
in the same way that Adorno viewed cinema in Benjamin’s day, is a consumptive product meant for
distraction and not intended to be viewed critically. If film is intended to be a mass aesthetic experience, as
Benjamin saw as its finest quality, how can we alter these distribution channels to bring out a film’s political
potential? Benjamin thought that we could not allow the capitalists to take over this new piece of visual art
known as film but, unfortunately, the vast majority (though I contend not all) films produced for a long time
have been subverted by the evil forces of capital and turned into an anaesthetizing product itself by means
of the culture industry. Now that internet-based distribution should be able to cut out the restrictions which
Hollywood places on film, it must cope with the restrictions that the forces of capital will, and do, impose
through these new methods of distribution. It is an increasing problem within social media that Queer and
radical voices are being censored by these platforms for their “agitating” content. Though some great work
has found its way to the surface through these oppressive forces, it is still true that capital has “not ceased
to be victorious.”262 These are questions of vital importance if we are going to seize back the political
potential of visual art in the age of its technological reproducibility even if we are working outside of the
Hollywood distribution channels.
On one final note, a new technology is rising which, like the advent of photography and film, has
the possibility of creating a new crisis in art, and even a crisis in film itself, which I believe may include some
of the answers for overcoming this regression into the interior that today erodes many of the positive aspects
that cinema once offered. I am talking, here, about virtual reality (VR). Though this technology is in its
infancy, it shows true potential for aesthetic redemption. Already being employed in psychiatric situations
to treat anxiety and other mental health disorders, VR is able to place the user in a fully immersive,
fabricated reality where, in the psychiatric situation, the subject is able to confront the source of their anxiety
and learn to consciously register an experience without blocking it out of consciousness entirely. 263 Outside
of the psychiatric setting, VR, at its most fundamental level, is merely film designed in such a way as to be
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fully immersive – i.e. it places the subject, as an actor, directly into the narrative form of film. Thus, the
psychedelic-like experience already produced in the format of film can actually be turned into a true
psychedelic experience. Additionally, the internet-based platform with which VR could function, would allow
for a mass collective experience without having to congregate in venues which are expensive to operate
and as such are typically corporate owned; the user could operate the system and elicit a mass experience
from their own home. Benjamin says that “the most important social function of film is to establish
equilibrium between human beings and the apparatus.” 264 With virtual reality, humanity has the potential to
find that equilibrium; not in the search to dominate nature through the use of technology but rather to
advance humanity alongside the technology it creates while teaching humanity “that technology will release
them from their enslavement….”265 And through virtual reality, every subject can rightfully make their claim
to taking part in the creation of the work of art via the subject’s participation as a conscious being in the
virtual sphere; fulfilling an important aspect of Benjamin’s theory of film which has largely been subverted
by the culture industry. But, as Benjamin gave us his warnings in relation to film, so too must we approach
this new technology with caution and we must view it through the lens of the culture industry. Capitalist
forces will stop at nothing to use this technology in the furtherance of its project to anaesthetize the masses
and bend them to the will of the mode of production. A fully immersive medium such as virtual reality could
easily slip into the realm of another “intoxicant” whose sole purpose is escapism from the real world. “Is it
still necessary to repeat that science and technology are the great vehicles of liberation, and that it is only
their use and restriction in a repressive society which makes them into vehicles of domination?” 266 This is
why it remains the urgent task of the oppressed to expropriate this new technology from the capitalist forces.
Sadly, it is still true that “this enemy has never ceased to be victorious.” 267 As such, the urgent struggle of
the oppressed to discover the nature of their reality as mere bourgeoise nightmare continues.
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Conclusion
What we have explored is Benjamin’s theory of aesthetic redemption as precipitated through artistic form
which is mediated by the psychedelic experience. Humanity is merely a physical shell of the conscious
being from whence we came. This has been fundamental to Marxism since Marx himself wrote about it. But
the rapidity of technological advancement which culminated in mechanized and chemical warfare redefined
the perspective with which the intellectuals of the 1920’s could view the reification of humanity. György
Lukács would develop his theory of reification based on Marx’s fetish character of the commodity which
would become the centerpiece of Walter Benjamin’s political thought until his death. Through the theory of
reification, which Benjamin believed aligned with the political and philosophic views which he himself arrived
at of his own accord, Benjamin would develop his concept of synaesthetic deterioration. The human sensory
system was never designed to deal with the pressures of modernity. The “shocks” inflicted on
consciousness by the rapid rate of technologization caused the synaesthetic system to reverse its primary
function of aesthetic pleasure and turn it into a destructive anaesthetizing force that is only attempting to
protect the subject from the constant bombardment of traumatic experience. With anaesthetization of the
subject comes a crisis in experience and a deterioration of memory. Experiential stories have turned into
the dull recitation of information. This places the subject as aesthetically dissociated from the true horrors
of reality; the subject is unable to understand the urgency of the modern situation because they are
incapable of mimetically identifying with the story which they are receiving. As such, their remembrance of
past horrors is annihilated through the dull and emotionless accepting of events as mere informational fact.
The advancement of technology in the modern age happens with such velocity that the natural
anaesthetizing properties of the human “fight or flight” response cannot cope with the demands which we
place on it. In the face of increasing traumatic experiences, we prove to be exceedingly incapable of
handling these through mere natural response and, as such, we seek further modes of anaesthetization.
Some seek anaesthetization through chemical means, some through religious means, but the truly
remarkable representation of capitalism’s adaptability lies in the fact that, though it is the creator of our
traumatic experience, capitalism also establishes itself as our sole savior through the establishment of myth
presented in the same form as the religious cults; it presents itself as the pure anaesthetizing force whereby,
through the commodity form, all experience of pain and suffering will disappear. Benjamin believes that
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through this self-serving form, in addition to the internal contradictions with which the system is rife,
capitalism is destined to collapse; the question is whether that collapse will bring about the supreme
annihilation of humanity or whether the oppressed masses will bring about the transcendence of the system.
“This indoctrination made the working class forget both its hatred and its spirit of sacrifice, for both are
nourished by the image of enslaved ancestors rather than by the ideal of liberated grandchildren.”268
Revolutionary praxis lies in the remembrance of the horrors of the bourgeoise nightmare.
Thus, redemption as the return to origin, for Benjamin, is the reclamation of the synaesthetic system
as a functionally aesthetic system which allows us to, once again, simultaneously experience and
remember. So that when the fleeting moment of the inevitable demise of the capitalist mode of production
is upon us, the oppressed are able to redeem the system in toto by giving it the final push necessary to
send it to its death. The aesthetic experience of the psychedelic state pivotally redefined how Benjamin
would view the redemption at hand. Chemicals have been used by people to alter the “natural” human state
of consciousness since the dawn of time.269 And, for Benjamin, there was something profoundly important
in this experience that has passed through the ages.
“They alone shall possess the earth who live from the powers of the cosmos.” Nothing
distinguishes the ancient from the modern man so much as the former’s absorption in a
cosmic experience scarcely known to later periods… The ancient’s intercourse with the
cosmos has been different; the ecstatic trance [Rausch]. For it is this experience alone that
we gain certain knowledge of what is nearest to us and what is remotest from us, and never
one without the other. (OWS, p 487).
The montage like perception which distorts space and time, which destroys the ego that is created and
bound by our existing system, and which sends the user into a waking-dream state whereby they not only
realize the oppression and destruction of the current mode of production but can actually perceive the
system’s transcendence is, in Benjamin’s opinion, an introductory lesson to the type of illumination
necessary to redeem humanity. But it is a dangerous lesson; one which could easily turn into another form
of anaesthetizing escapism and could ultimately lead to contentment instead of action. As is explored in the
appendix of this study, this is largely what happened during the 1960’s when the slogan of the psychedelic
masses became “turn on, drop out!”
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Seeing these inherent dangers, Benjamin began developing a theory of artistic form which would
transpose the psychedelic-like experience of certain intoxicating substances into a space of mass reception
which could spur aesthetic redemption through a “profane illumination.” “Art breaks open a dimension
inaccessible to other experience, a dimension in which human beings, nature, and things no longer stand
under the law of the established reality principle….The encounter with the truth of art happens in the
estranging language and images which make perceptible, visible, and audible that which is no longer, or
not yet, perceived, said, and heard in everyday life.” 270 First, being inspired by the surrealist form, Benjamin
saw in the movement a way in which the montage and dream experiences could be presented in art.
However, the traditional forms of the novel and painting can only be received by the subject in an isolating
manner. This isolation provided no space for the masses to regulate their response towards an art piece in
such a manner that would transform into political praxis. Benjamin’s relationship to Bertolt Brecht would
catalyze Benjamin’s shift both towards more radical Marxism as well as towards different artistic forms.
Benjamin saw incredible potential in the alienation effect which Brecht developed and applied to epic
theater. But Benjamin saw a problem in epic theater; the artistic form of the theater was a regression of art
in the sense that it was not utilizing the most advanced forms of artistic production. In order for art to
necessarily have the correct political intention, Benjamin posits that it must fundamentally challenge the
dominant mode of artistic production. With the advent of photography, and later film, the most important
artistic modes of production lay in technological reproducibility; a form with which Benjamin felt the live
theater could never compete. The technological reproducibility of art, as presented in film, would wed the
revolutionary aspects of the psychedelic experience with the political intention and mass experience
necessary to regulate a response which could result in political praxis. The destruction of the aura would
solidify the technologically reproduced work of art’s place as a utilitarian political tool that could redeem
humanity through the transcendence of the reified subhuman form. “‘All reification is forgetting.’ Art fights
reification by making the petrified world speak, sing, perhaps dance. Forgetting past suffering and past joy
alleviates life under a repressive reality principle. In contrast, remembrance spurs the drive for the conquest
of suffering and the permanence of joy.”271
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It has been a long time since Benjamin’s suicide on the Spanish border. He would not live to see
film leave its adolescence or to see Hollywood tighten its grip on the exploitation of the medium. With each
passing day it seems as though the culture industry becomes more universal, the sensory deprivation of
humanity becomes more entrenched, and the repetitive catastrophe of humanity piles its wreckage ever
higher. But the importance of Benjamin’s theories have not faded; instead they have become even more
important even if their application to the present moment looks profoundly different than it did eighty years
ago. Important works of art have not been completely eradicated despite every attempt by the culture
industry to do just that. The advent of the internet offers a radically new technological medium with which
art can hope to redeem humanity. The free flow of information, the instantaneous exchange of ideas, and
the global connectivity of oppressed masses has brought redemption closer to our doorstep than ever
before even if the anaesthetizing nature of modernity has continued to erode at our fundamental humanity.
“Art cannot change the world, but it can change its consciousness and drives the men and women who
could change the world.”272
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Appendix
In the inquiry above, we have explored in great detail Walter Benjamin’s own personal experience with
intoxicating substances. That being said, Benjamin was far from the first human being to experiment with
such substances and as we have seen in the decades since his death, he was far from the last. In this
section, we will explore in more general terms the history of the human relationship to intoxicating
substances with a particular focus on the often misunderstood, or generally unknown, human relationship
with psychedelics. Based on all currently available information on the matter, we have every conceivable
reason to believe that mind-altering substances have been used to achieve altered states of consciousness
since the “dawn of man.” References to the domestication of the opium poppy date back to 6,000 BCE and
the cultivation of hemp (Cannabis sativa), primarily for its oil and fiber – though it is unlikely that the
psychoactive properties were unknown – dates back to at least the same period.273 Dating of intoxicant use
to an earlier period than the Neolithic becomes murky, but some conjecture that early cave drawings dating
back to 32,000 BCE resemble entoptic phenomenon similar to that caused by mind-altering substances
which potentially indicate their use.274 We know that opium and cannabis, among other substances, have
been used for both spiritual and medical purposes on the European continent and around the
Mediterranean for millennia. There are references to the use of more intoxicating, psychedelic, substances
(such as Soma and Haoma) in written record of the
Persian Empire as early as the fifth century BCE. 275 As
was discussed in section 2.1, modern conceptions of
cannabis likely do not land in the realm of “psychedelic”
but it does it does in fact fall into that category. That
being said, if we want to find a substance that would fall
under most people’s understanding of a “hallucinogen,”
Figure 7. Unknown, Fly Agaric Mushroom, October 25, 2006,
Wikimedia Commons accessed March 29, 2020:
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Amanita_muscaria_
3_vliegenzwammen_op_rij.jpg

we must travel far to the north and east into Siberia.
Siberia is home to the Fly Agaric mushroom (Amanita
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muscaria) which has been used in most, though not all, Siberian cultures for religious experiences
throughout their entire existence and even continue until this very day.276 The rise of drinking in Europe
(from about 3,000 BCE) largely drove out the use of cannabis and opium. Early on in alcohol’s history, it
was likely combined with either cannabis or opium in order to create an incredibly intoxicating substance.
However, alcohol would eventually supplant both of these substances to establish itself as the primary
substance of intoxication in the western world. With western colonialism, alcohol would eventually supplant
psychoactive substances throughout the world, including the Fly Agaric in Siberia (though a few Siberian
tribes never succumbed to the phenomenon).277
The history and use of psychoactive substances on the European and Asian continents pale in
comparison to their use in the Americas. There are estimated to be nearly one-hundred-fifty psychedelic
species of flora in the world; one-hundred-thirty of which are known to be native to the Americas while only
twenty are known to be native elsewhere.278 Of these substances, the ones that might be commonly known
by name include ayahuasca, psilocybin (or magic mushrooms), and peyote. Ayahuasca is the name of a
concoction or “brew” that contains the Banisteriopsis liana vine which is native to the Amazonian rain forest
and has been consumed for religious and spiritual purposes by the peoples of the Amazon basin for time
immemorial. As just mentioned, the vine is not generally consumed independently but instead is mixed by
a shaman into a concoction with other intoxicating substances. 279 Ayahuasca is said to cause the “flight of
the soul” where users initially see entoptic images that eventually give way to visions of great distance with
many users saying that they experience things as if they were soaring above the canopy of the trees. 280
Once this experience ends, the intoxicant is said to give way to culturally important images of jaguars,
snakes, and mythical and spiritual scenes.281
Peyote (Lophophora williamsii and other derivatives) – whose active ingredient is known today as
mescaline (a substance that Benjamin would experiment with in his drug protocols and was most famously
consumed by Aldous Huxely as described in The Doors of Perception) – is a small, thorn-less cactus native
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to what is modern day northern Mexico and the
south-western

United

States

(Texas

in

particular) whose known use dates back to
around 500 BCE. The tops or “buttons” of the
cactus are picked, usually on a shaman-led
religious pilgrimage, and traditionally eaten raw
in the moment that it is found. Its visionary
experience is said to provide a “profound
metaphysical
characterized
Figure 8. Frank Vincentz, Peyote Cactus “Buttons.” April 14, 2004,
Wikimedia
Commons
accessed
April
27,
2020:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Peyote#/media/File:Lophophora_williamsii
_ies.jpg

and

intellectual
by

insight…

vividly-coloured

hallucinations which often follow a sequence
starting

with

geometric

patterns

and

progressing to more complex representational scenes both familiar and novel.”282 The final, “naturally”
occurring psychedelic that I would like to briefly mention is the “magic mushroom” which, in the Americas,
usually refers to the psilocybe genus of fungus whose psychedelic compound is psilocybin. This genus of
mushroom is distantly related to the Fly Agaric mushroom in Siberia and is thought to have been consumed
since Asiatic hunters crossed the Bering Strait into the Americas some 12,000 years ago. 283 Psilocybin was
first isolated and studied at Sandoz Laboratories in Switzerland which is the same laboratory where Albert
Hoffman would synthesize what is likely the most famous of all psychedelic compounds: lysergic acid
diethylamide more commonly referred to as LSD or acid.284 Acid is likely the most interesting of all
psychedelic compounds not simply due to its effects, but due to its place as the first psychedelic to reach a
mass audience and its inextricable link to ‘60’s counterculture and politics. It is to a deeper analysis of LSD
and Mescaline that I would now like to turn but first one final note: up to this point, all compounds that we
have been discussing (Fly Agaric, ayahuasca, peyote, and magic mushrooms) have all been consumed
under the leadership and guidance of a shaman to achieve a heightened state of consciousness and
precipitate a profound “religious” – i.e. mythical – experience. With the advent of modernity, the twentieth
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century is the first time that we see psychedelic compounds being secularized and consumed by masses
of people and employed outside of the religious context.

*

*

*

The history of drug abolition, in the United States at least, is largely the history of the governmental
attempts to control mind-expanding substances. We briefly discussed above how intoxicating substances
have been used globally for religious and spiritual experiences from time immemorial. However, with the
turn of the nineteenth century, intoxicating substances began to move into a more secularized role in
society. Opium once again saw a resurgence both for its physically anaesthetizing properties for use in the
medical field, as well as for its mentally anaesthetizing properties to combat neurasthenia. The
secularization of intoxicating substances grows largely alongside the increasing industrialization of
modernity. Authors such as Thomas DeQuincy and Charles Baudelaire were famously addicted to opium
and Edgar Allen Poe’s characters were, in many cases, admitted opium addicts. As we will explore below,
psychedelic substances have always been seen as a threat to the state and the powers that be. Opium
today has largely fallen out of fashion. This can be seen as a result of the racially charged laws of the late
nineteenth century and early twentieth century which were aimed at Chinese immigrants but sought to
eradicate opium use out of the general population and restrict it to medical purposes alone. 285
Cannabis has a similarly racially charged history. Largely associated with Mexican immigration, the
substance was labeled “marijuana” in order to make it “sound more Mexican” and strike fear about the
substance into the people of the United States. 286 Unlike opium, cannabis actually does fall into the class
of psychedelics as it is known to cause minor changes in auditory and visual perceptions. As this substance
was discussed in great detail in section 2.1 of this inquiry, it is important to note that most modern-day users
of this substance would not consider it to fall into the psychedelic category. This is largely because
cultivation and production of cannabis has intentionally made the compound less psychoactive, since that,
along with it being seen as a substance that reduces the all-important productivity of the worker, is seen as
the problematic result of the plant’s use. 287 Cannabis has two intoxicating compounds in it that affect the
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user: tetrahydrocannabinol (THC) and cannabidiol (CBD). THC is the substance that produces psychotropic
changes in the user while CBD is known for its anti-anxiety, sedative, and anaesthetic effects. With the
resurgence of cannabis today, it is often being brought out of prohibition for its medical uses and is widely
being consumed in its CBD form amongst the general population. Thus, we see how the threat produced
by the substance’s psychedelic properties has been mitigated by allowing for its widespread use as an
anaesthetic whose main function is to help the masses cope with the shocks of modernity while continued,
widespread, prohibition of the psychedelic compound, THC, remain in effect.
Mescaline and acid, on the other hand, which are known solely for their psychedelic, mind and
consciousness-expanding properties, are still viewed as a major societal threat and both are still listed as
schedule I drugs in the United States. 288 Some of the first experiments by westerners with the Peyote
Cactus date back to the 1880’s. Mescaline was first isolated in 1897 and first synthesized in 1919.289
Mescaline would rise to mass recognition, however, with Huxley’s release of his 1954 book, The Doors of
Perception and later Heaven and Hell which collectively make up nearly 200 written pages on the subjective
psychological effects of the substance. LSD was first synthesized in 1938 by Albert Hoffman while
searching for an analeptic compound (one that provides nervous system stimulation and can be used to
treat depression, ADHD, and respiratory depression, among other conditions) that could be derived from
ergot – a type of fungus which infects rye and has been linked to cases of mass psychosis throughout
history including the condition known as St Anthony’s Fire. 290 Though synthesized within Benjamin’s
lifetime, Hoffman did not realize what he had discovered until 1943 due to the compound not causing any
physical manifestations or changes in behavior when used in experiments on lab rats. 291 Despite its
psychoactive properties being undiscovered in Benjamin’s lifetime, I believe a look at acid’s effects and
history are worthwhile for this study for three reasons: 1) the mass use of this substance as well as its
inextricable link to political movements in the latter half of the twentieth century offer us the most
comprehensive look at the potential political importance of the psychedelic experience which, as has been

288

It is interesting to note here that cannabis is also considered a schedule I drug in the United States meaning that the federal
government recognizes the substance as having “no currently accepted medical use and a high potential for abuse. See:
www.dea.gov/drug-scheduling. This is despite the substance being recognized widely in the medical profession for its medicinal
properties and the addictive nature of the substance is hotly contested.
289
Devereaux, Essential Substances; p 154.
290
Lee & Shlain, Acid Dreams; pp xvii-xviii & p 13.
291
Ibid. xviii.

76

shown, Benjamin saw as highly important; 2) the mass use of the drug means that it is one of the most
studied psychedelics ever, offering us a wealth of information about the psychedelic experience that we
would miss if we limited this study; and finally, 3) though there are some subjective differences in
experience, mescaline (which Benjamin did experiment with) and acid produce strikingly similar
experiences.
Five years after LSD was first synthesized with lackluster results, Hoffman returned to the
substance out of curiosity and accidentally absorbed a minute quantity of the substance through his
fingertips while attempting to synthesize a new batch. He was overcome by euphoria as well as “fantastic,
rapidly changing imagery of striking reality and depth, alternating with a vivid, kaleidoscopic play of
colors.”292 In an attempt to gain a deeper understanding of what took place after his first intoxication with
LSD, Hoffman decided to conduct an actual experiment on himself, ingesting a mere 250 micrograms (one
millionth of an ounce) expecting that such a small quantity would have minor effects. To his surprise, this
intoxication far surpassed his accidental experimentation with the substance stating: “My field of vision
swayed before me, and objects appeared distorted like images in curved mirrors…. Occasionally I felt as if
I were out of my body…. I thought I had died. My ‘ego’ was suspended somewhere in space and I saw my
body lying dead on the sofa.”293 Thus, acid was born.
Hoffman continued to work on synthesizing the compound for what he saw as its potential use in
treating mental health disorders. However, when the United States government caught wind of the new
compound, they had different ideas. As early as 1942, the U.S. government began research with various
substances in an effort to create a “speech-inducing” compound that could be used in interrogations. Efforts
to create a truth serum would eventually give way to the attempted creation of mind-control drugs in the
1950’s. Despite the major propaganda efforts to paint cannabis as a drug that would lead the consumer
into a permanent drug-induced psychotic state which successfully led to the substance’s U.S. prohibition
by the mid 1930’s, cannabis, in 1942, was seen as the most likely contender as a truth serum for use in
interrogations. Ultimately cannabis proved to be an ineffective substance because, though it sometimes
induced the individual being interrogated into spilling all of the information the government was looking for,
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it more often than not induced states of paranoia that led the subject to shut down completely in terms of
communication. The government, using the newly created Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), moved on to
experiments with mescaline in 1947 after learning of Nazi experiments with the substance in the Dachau
concentration camp in an attempt by Nazi Germany to create a “mind-control” drug of its own. The results
of the Nazi experimentation resulted in the conclusion that it was “impossible to impose one’s will on another
person as in hypnosis even when the strongest dose of mescaline had been given.”294 Nonetheless,
following the lead of the Nazis, the CIA engaged in its own experiments, often employing Nazi scientists
that took part in the initial experimentation at Dachau. 295 Despite their nefarious tactics, the CIA was forced
to end its mescaline experiments in 1953 without an effective truth serum. Throughout this period the CIA
experimented with a multitude of drugs from barbiturates, amphetamines, and heroin, among others in an
attempt to create either a truth serum or mind-control drug – the latter being researched specifically for
domestic use.296
In 1951, the CIA would come across the acid experiments at Sandoz Laboratories and thought that
this seemed like the most worthwhile route to developing a mind-control substance. The CIA carried out
experiments on military personnel (both with and without their knowledge), on prisoners (nearly all of which
were Black inmates), and on unsuspecting patients in mental health facilities. The administration of the drug
to unsuspecting test subjects often caused the subjects to be stricken with anxiety and paranoia, loss of
contact with reality, and deep states of psychosis. Nonetheless, the CIA would not give up its efforts to
utilize this compound for interrogation and mind-control purposes citing fears that the U.S. had to develop
this drug before the Soviets obtained it. In an attempt to learn as much about acid as quickly as possible,
the government set up non-profit “fronts” to distribute grant money to physicians wanting to conduct LSD
research. In turn, this research would unknowingly be passed back to the CIA in order to advance their
mind-control program. It is through this means that LSD would eventually become a mass social and
political intoxicant.297
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Mental health professionals were initially interested in LSD due to its perceived ability to induce
temporary psychosis akin to that experienced by those with schizophrenia. Initially dubbed
“psychotomimetic” substances (meaning imitating psychosis), as new research was conducted, medical
professionals began to push back against the labels “psychotomimetic” and “hallucinogens” due to 1) the
negative associations attached to both of those words and 2) the fact that it does not really produce a state
similar to that which people with schizophrenia experience. Thus, the term psychedelic, meaning “mind
manifesting” was coined in 1957. Additionally, research moved away from using this drug for means of
understanding schizophrenia and instead moved to understand how it might be used in conjunction with
psychoanalytic therapy to treat a range of mental health conditions (including anxiety, depression, and
substance abuse) due to the substance’s innate ability to produce a sort of “mind-loosening;”298 it was seen
as a cutting edge therapeutic device. A late-comer to the psychedelic research scene, Timothy Leary, a
Harvard lecturer in experimental psychology, began experimenting with psilocybin after a trip to Mexico.
His experience was profound, disclosing the following: “It was above all and without question the deepest
religious experience of my life…. I discovered that beauty, revelation, sensuality, the cellular history of the
past, God, the Devil – all lie inside my body, outside my mind.”299 Leary would start conducting experiments
with psilocybin with willing participants on the Harvard campus later that year in 1960. He made
acquaintance with Aldous Huxley and they discussed how best to run these experiments and conducted
the first one together. One aspect of Leary’s work explored the potential relationship between chemicallyinduced and naturally occurring religious experiences. In 1961, Leary would come into contact with a man
named Michael Hollingshead. Hollingshead acquired a large amount of acid for research purposes in New
York City. After his first “trip” on acid, “the doors of perception not only swung wide open, they flew off the
jambs….” Hollingshead said: “what I had experienced was the equivalent of death’s absolution of the body.
I had literally stepped forth from the shell of my body into some other strange land of unlikeness which can
only be grasped in terms of astonishment and mystery, an ecstatic nirvana.” 300 Hollingshead was so blown
away by the experience that he had no idea how his stock of acid should be used. He reached out to his
friend, Aldous Huxley, who directed Hollingshead to see his new acquaintance, Timothy Leary.
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Timothy Leary would expand his experiments with psychedelics through 1961 and into 1962 until
news of his experiments became known to faculty and staff at Harvard generating a “faculty tussle” which
was first reported and published in the Harvard Crimson and was eventually picked up by the press in
Boston. Upon hearing about these experiments, the CIA along with the Food and Drug Administration
(FDA), who assisted in the CIA’s testing efforts, moved in to shut down the research citing the irresponsibility
of trying to induce “so-called religious experiences.” 301 It was largely in this moment that the government
recognized the threat that psychedelics could play in dismantling the status quo. Despite the important part
that LSD was playing in the mental health field, almost overnight the FDA began a concerted effort to stop
all use of the substance outside of military applications. By 1965, most licenses to conduct research with
the compound had been revoked and by 1967 all programs were officially shuttered. Due to mounting
pressures from the scientific research community who felt that this fallout was Leary’s fault, Harvard
dismissed Leary from the faculty.302
That would not be the end of Leary, however. During the experiments, Huxley thought that the
political potential of psychedelics lay in their use to change the mental states of the “elites” – academics,
politicians, cultural figures – but Leary thought that LSD needed to be a mass religious experience that
changes minds writ large.303 After his dismissal from Harvard, Leary would set out to do just that. Leary,
and his colleague Richard Alpert, would form a non-profit whose stated mission was “that everyone should
be allowed to use mind-expanding chemicals because the ‘internal freedom’ they provided was a personal
and not a governmental matter,” and Leary and Alpert “envisioned a society in which large numbers of
people would seek higher consciousness, ecstasy, and enlightenment through hallucinogens.” 304 The two
men continued their research and published their findings in The Psychedelic Review, a journal which they
set up as an informational guidebook for others to follow. Psychedelic “churches” began springing up
around the United States, psychedelic guides and “gurus” became in high demand, a new art scene was
created – infecting film, music, painting, and writing – and the mass experience of psychedelia was set off.
The rise of the “New Left” was inextricably linked with psychedelic use. Whether psychedelic use led people
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into radical politics or radical politics led people to drug experimentation, we cannot be sure. But, “drug use
and radical politics often went hand in hand. If a certain percentage of young people in a given college town
were smoking pot or dropping acid, then there was generally a corresponding level of political activism.” 305
The political turbulence of the 1960’s led to an increase in vocal political activism which in turn led to the
major visibility of psychedelics.306 “The psychedelic experience was the common chord of shared
consciousness that unified the entire community.”307
This visibility turned many people onto the intoxicating substance but subsequently gave the
government ample ammunition which it would use in its efforts to discredit the movement. In 1966 the U.S.
Senate convened special hearings on LSD, dismissing “consciousness expansion as an alibi for sheer kicks
and propos[ing] strict new laws aimed at ‘the pseudo intellectuals who advocate the use of drugs in search
for some imaginary freedoms of the mind and in search of higher psychic experiences.’” 308 Though, as we
already know, psychedelic substances have been used since humanity’s inception in order for the subject
to reach higher states of consciousness and to enhance spiritual experiences which were, at the time,
backed by scientific research into these substances. Nonetheless, a parade of handpicked officials
composed
of scientists, health officials, and law enforcement experts render[ed] their verdict: the
unsupervised use of LSD for nonmedical purposes can only lead to tragic results. L-S-D
spells instant psychosis and a tendency toward bizarre behavior and capricious fits of
violence… those who take the drug exhibit a disturbing tendency to withdraw from
productive activity…. One government official went so far as to characterize LSD as ‘the
greatest threat facing the country today…. More dangerous than the Vietnam War.’ (Acid
Dreams, p 150-151)
The propaganda campaign paid off. Sandoz Laboratories was forced to issue a recall on all of its exported
acid and public opinion began to shift against the new-wave of political activism that sprung up in the 1960’s.
“Historically in the United States repressive controls targeted at drugs identified with the poor, the
underprivileged, and racial minorities…” 309 For example, the anti-opium crusades where aimed at turning
public opinion against Chinese immigrants and laws regulating cannabis targeted Mexican immigrants
(where the substance was seen as originating from) as well as Black and Latinx communities generally
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(who were seen as the largest consumers of the substance). However, the main user of more “hardcore”
psychedelic substances were “composed primarily of well-educated white middle-class youth…. As a
symbol of generational conflict acid provided a convenient scapegoat for the guardians of the status quo….
By invoking the specter of hallucinogenic drugs, conservative politicians implicitly attacked the groups that
opposed the Vietnam War.”310
As a response to the concerted effort to crush political dissent through targeting psychedelic drugs,
the New Left and the “psychedelic crusaders” started organizing mass events including the great “Human
Be-In.” This event, however, would only lead to the disintegration of the New Left as the organizers started
championing the slogan “turn on and drop out.” As the U.S. federal government attempted to discredit and
destroy the political movements of the ‘60’s, there were two divergent thoughts on how to proceed: on the
one hand, the thought was to double down and become more politically active, more vocal, and more
militant, while on the other hand was the thought that the government cannot or will not change and thus
one should reject participating in the system all together (i.e. drop out). 311 The New Left was now split and
thus organizations outside of the movement that sympathized with them began to fracture and a huge racial
divide within radical leftist organizations opened up. The Black Panthers, though against drug use as an
organization, rallied alongside the “psychonauts” to create a formidable political force. However, it was a
very privileged position for white people to “drop out” and play no part in the political system.312 Divided,
the movement in its entirety could finally be conquered from above. The 1968 Democratic Convention saw
mass violence perpetuated by state forces against protesters. The propaganda machine that fueled fear of
both psychedelic drug users and the Black community, was able to convince the general public that violence
was necessary.313 Government officials infiltrated left-wing organizations, supplying drugs and arms, so
that the state could move in and portray themselves as the heroes;314 the Nixon Administration launched
the “War on Drugs” which could simultaneously target communities of color for their perceived elevated
drug use as well as left-leaning white radicals, thereby largely targeting political dissidents in the name of
public safety;315 and finally, to seal its fate, capitalism and the “culture industry” co-opted the psychedelic
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and New Left movements and found ways to cash in on them while simultaneously obliterating their very
existence. Tour buses started moving into psychedelic neighborhoods so that people from all around the
world could “gawk” at the hippies. New stores moved into the neighborhoods to sell tourists tie-dye t-shirts,
rent prices went up shoving anyone left onto the street. 316 “The capacity to absorb its critics is among the
chief characteristics of American capitalism, and one of the keys to its enduring hegemony.” 317 Thus the
era of mind-expanding mass experience came to a close.
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